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For Ayesha Adamo



Put all the images in language in a place of safety
and make use of them, for they are in the desert,
and it’s in the desert we must go and look for them

G E N E T ,  P R I S O N E R  O F  L O V E
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This book is about drawings in anthropological fi eldwork notebooks 
that I kept during my travels in Colombia over the past forty years. 
Well, that’s how it started. But now that it’s fi nished, I see that it’s re-
ally about notebooks and one drawing.

As regards notebooks, ever since the killers came riding into town 
in 2001 and I published an account of that in diary form, I have been 
thinking about fi eldwork notebooks as a type of modernist literature 
that crosses over into the science of social investigation and serves as 
a means of witness—as in I Swear I Saw This. They say science has two 
phases: the imaginative logic of discovery, followed by the harsh dis-
cipline of proof. Yet proof is elusive when it comes to human affairs; 
a social nexus is not a laboratory, laws of cause and effect are trivial 
when it comes to the soul, and the meaning of events and actions is to 
be found elsewhere, as in the mix of emotion and reasoning that took 
the anthropologist on her or his travels in the fi rst place. Thus I felt it 
was time to think a lot more about the fi rst phase of inquiry—that of 
the imaginative logic of discovery—which, in the case of anthropolo-
gists and many writers and other creative types, such as architects, 
painters, and fi lmmakers, to name the obvious, lies in notebooks that 
mix raw material of observation with reverie and, in my own case at 
least, with drawings, watercolors, and cuttings from newspapers and 
other media. Not all notebooks are like this or do that. But the poten-
tial is always there, and the notebook offers you this invitation so long 
as you are prepared to kindle the mystique pertaining to documents 
that blend inner and outer worlds.

P R E FAC E
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This way of thinking about the notebook seems to me all the more 
fi tting and fruitful because of the peculiarities of the knowing that an-
thropological fi eldwork produces. The notebook provides an apt ve-
hicle for conserving this knowledge, not so much as an inert record, 
but as something quite different, something alive, which is why I have 
used the ongoing, present infl ection of that word—knowing—as in a 
type of knowing.

As regards the drawing, what am I doing? I really don’t know. I am 
no art critic or historian and certainly not much of a drawer. All I can 
say in my defense is that the text pretty much wrote itself as a continu-
ous reaction to that one image. Sometimes I tell people it’s like lifting 
off the layers of an onion, one after the other—a familiar image, after 
all. But it is more accurate to say I was drawn along.

At this point I cannot resist clues laid down in the English lan-
guage. To draw is to apply pen to paper. But to draw is also to pull on 
some thread, pulling it out of its knotted tangle or skein, and we also 
speak of drawing water from a well. There is another meaning too, as 
when we say “I was drawn to him,” or “I was drawn to her,” or “He 
was drawn to the scene of the crime,” like Raskolnikov in Crime and 
Punishment. Drawing is thus a depicting, a hauling, an unraveling, and 
being impelled toward something or somebody. I will be doing this 
twice over, fi rst in my drawing and then, in what I have to say about 
it, drawing on my drawing.
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This is a drawing in my notebook of some people I saw lying down 
at the entrance to a freeway tunnel in Medellin in July 2006. There 
were even people lying in the pitchblack tunnel. It was 1:30 in the 
afternoon.

The sides of the freeway before you enter the tunnel are high there, 
like a canyon, and there is not much room between the cars and the 
cliffl ike walls. “Why do they choose this place?” I asked the driver. 
“Because it’s warm in the tunnel,” he replied. Medellin is the city of 
eternal spring, famous for its annual fl ower festival and entrepreneur-
ial energy.

I saw a man and woman. At least I think she was a woman and he 
was a man. And she was sewing the man into a white nylon bag, the 
sort of bag peasants use to hold potatoes or corn, tied over the back of 
a burro making its way doggedly to market. Craning my neck, I saw 
all this in the three seconds or less it took my taxi to speed past. I made 
a note in my notebook. Underneath in red pencil I later wrote:

I  S W E A R  I  S AW  T H I S

And after that I made the drawing, as if I still couldn’t believe what 
I had seen. When I now turn the pages of the notebook, this picture 
jumps out.

If I ask what grabs me and why this picture jumps out, my thoughts 
swarm around a question: What is the difference between seeing and 
believing? I can write I Swear I Saw This as many times as I like, in 
red, green, yellow, and blue, but it won’t be enough. The drawing is 

1
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more than the result of seeing. It is a seeing that doubts itself, and, 
beyond that, doubts the world of man. Born of doubt in the act of 
perception, this little picture is like a startle response aimed at simpli-
fying and repeating that act to such a degree that it starts to feel like a 
talisman. This must be where witnessing separates itself from seeing, 
where witnessing becomes holy writ: mysterious, complicated, pow-
erful. And necessary.

Looking at this drawing, which now surpasses the experience that 
gave rise to it, my eye dwells on the mix of calm and desperation in 
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making a shelter out of a nylon bag by the edge of a stream of auto-
mobiles. I am carried away by the idea of making a home in the eye 
of the hurricane, a home in a nation in which it is estimated that close 
to four million people or one person in ten are now homeless due to 
paramilitaries often assisted by the Colombian army driving peasants 
off the land. If you consider just the rural population, which is from 
where most of the displaced people come, the fi gure is more like one 
in four, such that by October 2009, an estimated one hundred and 
forty thousand people had been murdered by paramilitaries.1

I might add that of all the large cities in Colombia, Medellin is, to 
my mind, the most associated with paramilitaries. There is a magnetic 
attraction between the two, and it is not by chance that in this city in 
particular I would witness the attempt to make a home in this freaky 
no- man’s- land on the side of the freeway.

Three years after I saw these people by the freeway tunnel, the 
BBC reported in May of 2009 that soldiers in the Colombian army 
were murdering civilians and then changing the clothes of the corpses 
to those of guerrilla fi ghters so as to boost their guerrilla “kill count.”2 
Newly applied free- market policies in the army reward individual 
soldiers with promotions and vacations according to the number of 
“terrorists” they kill. They get new language as well, the corpses be-
ing referred to by the army and its critics as false positives. The cur-
rent president, Juan Manuel Santos, was the person overseeing this 
program in his capacity as minister of defense. He was elected by a 
landslide in June 2010.

The BBC report claims that 1,500 young men have been killed this 
way, with more cases being notifi ed daily. Most of them occur in the 
province of Antioquia, the capital of which is Medellin. “It is alleged 
that soldiers were sent to the city of Medellin to round up homeless 
people from the streets who were later presented by the army as reb-
els killed in combat.”3

They have no land but no- man’s- land.
Once there was forest. They cleared the forest and grew plantains 

and corn. Then came the cattle. Everyone loves cattle. There is some-
thing magical about cattle. From the poorest peasant to the president 
of the republic, they all want cattle and they always want more—more 
cattle, that is. The word “cattle” is the root of capital, as in capitalism. 
The communist guerrillas saw their chance. They started to tax the 
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cattlemen, and in retaliation the cattlemen hired killers called para-
militaries to clear the land of people so as to protect their cattle and 
then their  cocaine- traffi cking cousins and friends and now their plan-
tations of African palm for biofuel as well. Before long they owned a 
good deal more than that. They owned the mayors. They owned the 
governors of the different provinces, they owned most of Congress 
and most of the president’s cabinet. The just- retired president of the 
republic comes from Medellin, and he too is a noted cattleman, re-
tiring to his ranch whenever possible, to brand cows. Imagine a cow 
without a brand, without an owner! Running free in no- man’s- land!

Once there was forest. Now there is a nylon bag.
The one hundred and forty thousand poor country people assas-

sinated by paramilitaries, recruited and paid for by rich landowners 
and businessmen, must have known they were dying in a good cause, 
if the virulent antiterrorist rhetoric of the president of the republic 
from 2002 to 2010 is anything to go by. That was President Alvaro 
Uribe Vélez, recipient of a Simón Bolívar Scholarship from the Brit-
ish Council and a nomination to become a senior associate member at 
the St. Antony’s College, Oxford, doubtless for his scholarly acumen. 
As governor of Antioquia before he became president for an uncon-
stitutional two terms, he fomented Convivir, one of the fi rst paramili-
tary groups in Colombia and certainly one of its largest. Close to the 
entire populations of villages have been massacred by paramilitaries 
these past twenty years while the army looked the other way or else 
supplied the names and photographs of the people to be tortured and 
killed and have their bodies displayed in parts hung from  barbed- wire 
fences. The people of Naya were taken out by machete. The priest 
of Trujillo was cut into pieces with a power saw. The stories are le-
gion. President Uribe was given the Medal of Freedom by another 
president, George W Bush. Otherwise it’s a nice enough place, like 
anywhere else with people adapted to an awful situation like the pro-
verbial three monkeys. I ask a poet from Equatorial Guinea who has 
been in Colombia twenty years what’s it like back there in that dread-
ful African country with its thirty plus years of dictatorship. What 
happens to the mindset of the people? A naïve question, no doubt. 
“Look around yourself right here in Colombia!” he replies. For any 
moment you too could answer the phone and receive an amenaza—a 
death threat—because of your big mouth, your involvement in what is 
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identifi ed as proguerrilla activity, your raising issues of human rights 
or giving a student a low grade. And why are you complaining?

Somewhere, somehow, real reality breaks through the scrim. It is 
speaking to you at the other end of the telephone.

There are other moments like that, small and intimate and hardly 
worth mentioning or measuring. They hold you transfi xed. Think of 
the people lying by the freeway tunnel in Medellin as the taxi hurtles 
past, a transit both ephemeral and eternal.

What I see also is an unholy alliance or at least symmetry between 
the enclosed space of the automobiles rushing into the tunnel and 
the nylon cocoon into which the woman seems to be sewing the man. 
The automobile offers the fantasy of a safe space in a cruel and unpre-
dictable world, a space of intimacy and daydreaming. Yet the automo-
bile is also a hazard, a leading cause of death and disability in the third 
world. As against this, consider a home on the freeway made of nylon 
bags, a home that takes the organic form of the insect world, like the 
cocoon of a grub destined to become a butterfl y.

In this vein I also discern a fearful symmetry between the nylon 
cocoon and the steep concrete walls adjoining the unlit tunnel of the 
freeway. When I ask the taxi driver why people would choose to lie 
there, and he responds, “Because it’s warm,” my question assumes 
the sheer unfathomability, the impossibility of imagining that human 
beings would choose such a place to lie down in the same way as you 
or I lie down in our bedrooms. My question already has built into it 
my fear and my astonishment that people would choose such radical 
enclosure. Why would you put yourself into this concrete grave? And 
his response, “Because it’s warm,” suggests that it has been chosen 
because of its embrace.

As I dwell on these thoughts I suspect that this hideous location is 
chosen because it is hideous and, what’s more, dangerous. There, at 
least you are probably safer from attack by police,  death- squad vigi-
lantes, and other poor people.

Then there is that other type of enclosure, the one that grabs me 
most, that part of the picture in which the woman seems to be enclos-
ing herself as well as the man. Stitch by stitch the outside is becoming 
the inside. The stitcher becomes the stitched. I am reminded of that 
little boy years ago in a funeral service in Bogotá who said, “I want to 
live in a closet.” His parents were research sociologists working for 
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the Jesuits in Bogotá, gathering and publishing statistics on political 
violence. They were assassinated in 1997 late at night in their bed-
room by paramilitaries. The boy escaped by hiding in a closet.

All of this comes to mind when I ask myself why I drew this scene 
and why this drawing has power over me. But I feel something is miss-
ing in what I have said or in the way I am saying it, something that un-
does or at least alters meaning along the lines of what Roland Barthes 
rather dramatically called “the third meaning.” You’ve heard of the 
third eye and the third man. Now you’ve got the third meaning!

Barthes was a restless thinker. No sooner had he gotten things 
squared away with his semiotic theory than he found exceptions to the 
theory because the very act of squaring things self- destructs. What is 
called “theory” gives you insight. But it does so at the expense of clos-
ing off things as well. Theory can never do justice to the contingent, 
the concrete, or the particular.4 Yet if you don’t exercise that theory 
muscle to the extent that you realize its limits, then you won’t get to 
that cherished Zenlike moment of the mastery of nonmastery.

Yes! Barthes saw what he called the “information” in any given im-
age. Yes! He saw what he called the symbolism, too. But nevertheless 
he became painfully aware of the shortfall between all of that and 
something else this act of interpretation created. “I receive (and prob-
ably even fi rst and foremost) a third meaning,” he wrote, “evident, er-
ratic, obstinate.” What’s more, he spoke of being “held” by the image 
and that to the extent that “We cannot describe the third meaning . . . 
I cannot name that which pricks me.”5 Quite an admission.

Is that how a talisman works, I wonder, setting traps made of third 
meanings? The dangerous spirits out to get you are defl ected by the de-
sign that is the talisman, kept busy trying to fi gure out the meaning but 
cannot. Their mistake. And one we repeat endlessly ourselves, too.

Third “meaning” is not really a meaning at all, but a gap or hole or 
hermeneutic trap that interpretation itself causes while refusing to give 
up the struggle. As such, the third meaning has an awful lot to do with 
the frightening yet liberating sense of enclosure as the last gasp of 
protection in a heartless world hell- bent on apocalypse as it roars into 
the tunnel of no return.

My eye fi xes on the woman—if she is a woman—sewing herself 
into the nylon bag. And there’s the stillness. Barthes recalls Baudelaire, 
who wrote of “the emphatic truth of gesture in the important mo-
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ments of life.” That is how I think of this woman’s gesture, or should 
I say how I think of my drawing of such in which what appears as the 
edge of the bag as a fi rm blue line encloses the sewer herself. That is 
my gesture.

But let us for the moment remember that this is only half my story. 
The other half is the act of making the image. My picture of the people 
by the freeway is drawn from the fl ow of life. What I see is real, not 
a picture. Later on I draw it so it becomes an image, but something 
strange occurs in this transition. This is surely an old story, the tra-
vail of translation as we oscillate from one realm to the other. This 
is what Genet was getting at when he wrote, “Put all the images in 
language in a place of safety and make use of them, for they are in the 
desert, and it’s in the desert we must go and look for them.”6 Thus 
Genet, the writer, enamored of images that were not really images but 
words. Where do such images exist then? They must exist between 
and within the words, on another plane, which we might as well call 
the desert, perhaps in the oases in the desert, as when Barthes refers 
us to carnival.

In an attempt to get across its skittishness, Barthes places his third 
meaning in the realm of puns and jokes and “useless exertions indif-
ferent to moral or aesthetic categories,” such that it sides with “the 
carnival aspect of things.” To me, the woman sewing, apparently in-
different to the danger around her, can be equated with the realm to 
which Barthes points. But the carnival lies elsewhere.

For all his originality, Barthes can be seen as drawing upon an older 
tradition, that of surrealism, as espoused and articulated in 1929 by 
a German émigré living in Paris, Walter Benjamin, for whom sur-
real meaning has everything to do with the carnival dance of image 
and word. Surrealism, he said, takes advantage of the fact that life 
seemed worth living nowhere but on the threshold between sleeping 
and waking, across which, back and forth, fl ood multitudinous im-
ages. In this threshold situation, language opens up such that “sound 
and image, image and sound, interpenetrated with automatic preci-
sion and such felicity that no chink was left for the  penny- in- the- slot 
called ‘meaning.’”7

Like the threshold to the Medellin tunnel where the homeless lie 
midway between sleeping and waking, the threshold of the surrealists 
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between sleeping and waking is quintessentially urban, as when Ben-
jamin writes of the “crossroads where ghostly signals fl ash from the 
traffi c, and inconceivable analogies and connections between events 
are the order of the day. It is the region from which the lyric poetry 
of Surrealism reports.”8

As for these crossroads, take another drawing I did in Medellin, 
where just about everyday I would witness a young man juggling sticks 
of fi re by the crossroads under the new, elevated metro, in the hope 
that the passing motorists would give him money. When the lights 
went red—“where those ghostly signals fl ash from the traffi c”—he 
would run into the middle of the four lanes of momentarily stilled 
traffi c and begin his act. He was a terrifi c juggler of fi re, but most of 
all I admired the cool way he juggled traffi c, waiting to the last second 
before the lights changed to ask for money and leap from the path of 
accelerating vehicles.

Above the crossroads soars the metro. Behind courses an open 
sewer, a capacious concrete canal with green malodorous liquids you 
don’t want to get close to.
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Surrealism is urban. Yet what makes it surreal is Barthes’s third 
meaning, which makes you grope for meaning when you least expect 
it in a taxi rushing into a tunnel in the city of eternal spring, or wit-
nessing a young man juggling fi re at the crossroads in the midst of four 
lanes of traffi c brought to momentary rest before the next stampede.

Like a movie, I fl ow onward in the stream of life that pours into the 
tunnel. But the woman (is she a woman?) is still, her neck bent over. 
The man (is he a man?) is enclosed already. He is like a deep- sea diver 
in one of those old diving helmets with glass windows. Why is the 
man in the diving helmet looking at her so keenly? That man could 
be you.
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So we move from contradictions and antitheses to questions. The third 
meaning “compels an interrogative meaning,” writes Roland Barthes.

His essay concerns not drawing but fi lm, specifi cally fi lm stills, 
in other words a photograph ripped out of a stream of photographs 
making a moving picture. The still, he asserts, is the truly fi lmic as-
pect of fi lm (well, there’s a contradiction for you). And in an extensive 
footnote he adds that a drawing in a comic strip qualifi es as well. It 
seems that what is crucial is the extraction of a still from a movie, 
whether that “movie” is a fi lm or something drawn, such as a comic 
strip or animation. Yet is there not a world of difference in this regard 
between a photograph and a drawing?

I was struck by this when I saw a drawing in the New York Times of a 
decapitated Maori head—a real person’s actual head—that the mayor 
of Rouen, France, wished to return to the Maori in New Zealand, 
but was forbidden to do so by the French government’s minister of 
culture, who claims that the head is not a body part but a work of art.1 
The museum has been in possession of the head since 1875 and, al-
though it has now issued a drawing of it, has prohibited photographs. 
The New York American Museum of Natural History has more than 
thirty of these heads.

Why is the drawing okay but not a photograph? For certainly the 
photograph of the drawing is not only okay but very awful. This is not 
explained in the source at my disposal—and indeed it is impossible 
to explain—but part of the explanation seems to be the reverence the 
keepers of the head in Rouen currently manifest toward it: a reverence 
for the dead, for the dead body, and a refl ection of that shudder of 

2
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appetizing horror people can afford to turn their back on—now that 
we are civilized—when confronted with the macabre practice of our 
 nineteenth- century forebears trading in the colonial exotic, which was 
pretty much what the Maori chiefs were doing too, selling the heavily 
tattooed and smoked heads of slaves to Europeans to supply a robust 
market. Could it be that the photograph is implicitly assumed to be a 
magical way of capturing the spirit of the dead, while the drawing is 
understood to be but a timid approximation offering no more than a 
 squint- eyed view such that, unlike the photograph, it cannot so eas-
ily be appropriated for sympathetic magic? Something similar occurs 
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with the use of drawings for courtroom reporting in the news media in 
the United States and elsewhere, the courtroom being a place where 
people swear to tell the truth and where photography but not drawing 
is prohibited.

It is impossible to say with confi dence why these displacements of 
photography by drawing are allowed or encouraged. What’s for sure 
is that drawing intervenes in the reckoning of reality in ways that 
writing and photography do not.

This struck me forcibly when I discovered what is for me a new 
genre—drawings in ethnographic fi eldwork notebooks, namely my 
own and, on refl ection, what little I could fi nd of such drawings by other 
anthropologists and fellow travelers—Allen Ginsberg’s hallucinations 
of The Great Being and The Vomiter in the jungles of Peru (as in Wil-
liam S. Burroughs and Ginsberg’s The Yage Letters), Ginsberg’s published 
journals, drawings by Franz Kafka in his diaries (compare with my own 
drawings under the spell of the hallucinogen yagé in the Putumayo river 
basin of Colombia), Walter Benjamin’s drawings under the infl uence of 
hashish, Sigmund Freud’s Wolf Man’s drawing of his dream (although 
Freud ignores the drawingness of the drawing), and of course (!) my 
own drawings (originally in color) in such publications as My Cocaine 
Museum, Law in a Lawless Land, The Magic of the State, as well as my 
shamanism book, all lifted straight from my fi eldwork notebooks.

These drawings surpass the realism of the fi eldworker’s notebook, 
that drive to get it all down in writing just as it was, that relentless 
drive that makes you feel sick as the very words you write down seem 
to erase the reality you are writing about. This can be miraculously 
checked, however, and even overturned, by a drawing—not because a 
drawing makes up the shortfall so as to complete reality or to super-
charge realism but, to the contrary, because drawings have the capac-
ity to head off in an altogether other direction. Whether looked at on 
their own or in the context of their surround of text, the drawings in 
notebooks that I have in mind seem to me to butt against realism, with 
its desire for completeness. The drawings come across as fragments 
that are suggestive of a world beyond, a world that does not have to 
be explicitly recorded and is in fact all the more “complete” because 
it cannot be completed. In pointing away from the real, they capture 
something invisible and auratic that makes the thing depicted worth 
depicting. And it is worth noting that these examples are of exceedingly 
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intense experiences—violence and poverty in a surreal blink of the 
eye in Medellin, Ginsberg’s hallucinogenic experience in the Peru-
vian selva, and the Wolf Man’s childhood dream charged with his fear 
of wolves and the scene of his parents—like wolves—having sexual 
intercourse when he was a tiny infant.

The Great Being
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Of course there are anthropological fi eldwork drawings and paint-
ings (which I shall leave nameless) that painfully strive for realist rep-
resentation and betray the suggestive potential that drawing possesses 
so abundantly. Indeed, “betrayal” hardly describes the woeful depths, 
even revulsion, that the studied realism I have in mind achieves. 
Against which, consider the following drawings that do everything 
a photograph doesn’t. They are intimate, they are sketchy, they are 
suggestive, and they are metaphysical. As for my own  drawings in 

The Vomiter
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 fi eldwork notebooks, I have vivid memories of the copyeditor of a 
publishing house writing to me in connection with the drawings I 
wanted to include in my shamanism book, “I fail to see what these 
add to the text.” God knows, but I persisted. Years later, an editor 
in the same press twisted my arm to include other drawings in other 
texts and even make one the cover for Law in a Lawless Land. And so 
it goes.

But to get to basics: Why draw in notebooks? In my own case, if 
not in others, one reason, I suspect, is the despair if not terror of writ-
ing, because the more you write in your notebook, the more you get 
this sinking feeling that the reality depicted recedes, that the writing 
is actually pushing reality off the page. Perhaps it is an illusion. But 
then, illusions are real too.

“The worst torment, when I try to keep a Journal,” says Barthes, “is 

The Wolf Man’s Dream
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the instability of my judgment. Instability? Rather its inexorably de-
scending curve.” Searching for the apt image, he cites Stéphane Mal-
larmé: “the fl owers that fall from my mouth are changed into toads.”2

“One Always Fails in Speaking of What One Loves” is the title of 
one of Barthes’s last essays. It concerns the difference between what 
Stendhal wrote in his journal about Italy (a resounding failure) and the 
way his love for Italy came across in his novels (a resounding success).3 
“Any sensation,” wrote Barthes, “if we want to respect its vivacity and 
its acuity, leads to aphasia.”4 But in Stendhal’s case, at least, the novel 
form allows him to get around such aphasia by providing narrative, 
myth, beauty, and meaning—“the very transcendence of egotism.”5 
Might drawings do the same?

In this regard, Freud suggested that when we perceive something, 
it is taken up by consciousness and, so to speak, disposed of there and 
then in consciousness, where it is obliterated—Yes! obliterated!—as is 
the case with the analogy he makes with a fun device popular in his day 
and into my childhood as well. This was the mystic writing pad, a cellu-
loid sheet laid over a wax tablet such that when you write on the sheet 
with a stylus, the writing is clear, but once you lift up the celluloid 

My magic of the state. A fi ctitious Latin American republic like Joseph Conrad’s 
Costaguana.
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sheet with your writing on it, the writing disappears—except for a 
faint trace on the wax tablet below.6 In this analogy the celluloid sheet 
is like consciousness. It receives the imprint of the senses. All is clearly 
etched until consciousness “processes” the impressions and they dis-
appear, which is what happens when you lift the celluloid sheet.

Naturally much depends on the sort of notes you are making. Inge-
niously distinguishing what he calls “headnotes” and “scratch notes” 
from “fi eldnotes,” the anthropologist Simon Ottenberg believes that 
the headnotes—what you do not write down but keep inside your 
head—are “always more important than the fi eldnotes.” In his case 
the fi eldnotes seem obsessively methodical and were typed up for care-
ful perusal by his rather nosey professors back in Evanston, Illinois, a 
long way from Nigeria, where he began fi eldwork in 1952. Looking 
back thirty years later at his three types of notes, it seems to him that 
the closer they were to writing, the less valuable and interesting they 
were. The more he actually wrote, we might conclude, the less he got. 
The writing machine was actually an erasing machine.7

Cable cars, Medellin. Meeting with ex- ELN guerrillero, 2006.
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What I am getting at is that the fi eldwork notebook (but not the 
“headnotes” or the “scratch notes”) is pretty much the living instan-
tiation of Freud’s mystic writing pad. Only you don’t need a mystical 
pad with a celluloid cover. Any old pad will suffi ce, and all you have 
to do is write and write and watch it go down the chute. No need for 
that celluloid cover action. It is as if writing—the epitome of con-
sciousness—obliterates reality, pushing it further and further out of 
reach. But then what I have in mind here is a special kind of writing, 
not poetic or literary—heavens forbid!—but the direct transmission 
of experience onto the page, usually hurried, abbreviated, and urgent. 
How tragic, then, that each word you write down changes from a 
fl ower into a toad. Each word seems to multiply the distance between 
you and what the word was supposed to be about.

Of course, every now and again there will be a “hit” where, with 
precision and vividness, words written down in feverish haste score a 
bull’s- eye. I know this for a fact, having interpolated extracts from my 
diaries into my published texts for this reason, and I love their energy 

My legs as viewed from my hammock (Sierra Nevada, land of the Kogis)
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in their new location—like drawings, I suppose. This seems to me the 
very peak of perfection, where these “hit” words become images you 
can see in your mind’s eye,see and feel, and the truth of the experience 
described rings whole and pure. Perhaps these “hits” belong more 
to Ottenberg’s “scratch notes,” or what Joan Didion in her essay on 
notebooks rather surprisingly refers to as “lies,” a topic to which I shall 
later return.8

We bump into this emphatic “hit” relationship between words and 
images if we pause to consider not the mystic writing pad but Freud’s 
notion of dream images as words organized into a  picture- puzzle con-
fi guration. Here something like the opposite of the mystic writing 
pad exerts itself. Far from being erased or erasing the reality it rep-
resents, the  picture- puzzle, emits power as image because it suggests 
secrets and, on occasion, unusual insights into the human condition. 
I would like you think of the drawing of the people by the freeway 
tunnel with this  picture- puzzle concept in mind. And I would also like 
you to consider Benjamin’s frequently expressed sentiment regarding 
“hit” images, which he felt fl ared up briefl y at moments of danger in 
world history, only to subside if not “grasped.”9

No matter how crude or distorted, drawing seems to impede the 
rush to nowhere of the mystic writing pad. This indicates a solid prac-
tical reason for drawing in a fi eldwork notebook, providing psycho-
logical comfort against the sense of reality obliteration induced by 
writing, but then such a comfort is itself based on something whose 
desperation defi es analysis, such as the transformation of fl owers into 
toads. Not that I have anything against toads. The question is why or 
how does drawing provide comfort, if comfort be the word?
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You might go on to ask, “Okay, if that’s the case, why not use a pho-
tograph instead of a drawing or as well as a drawing? Surely you are 
saying that any mode of picturing or visualizing would have the same 
function in arresting erasure? What’s so special about a drawing?” 
There must be many responses to this question, and ultimately none 
are satisfactory. But let me try, since this allows me to explore more 
fully what I see at stake in drawing in relation to writing.

The most obvious retort to the question of why drawings in note-
books differ from photographs is that the drawings—at least the ones 
I have in mind—fold organically into the writing in the notebook. You 
write on the page you are drawing on. It is all part of the one process, 
while a photograph lies in another sphere altogether with a lot of tech-
nical junk between you and the world. I like the Luddite gesture of the 
drawing too, the almost purposely inept make- your- own in a world of 
packaged perfection saturated with  Photoshop- enhanced pictures.

What is more, photography is a taking, the drawing a making, and 
although there is much to quibble about with these words, there is 
wisdom in them too. John Berger certainly thinks so, with his enig-
matic notion that a photograph stops time, while a drawing encompasses 
it—and this from a writer who has published a lot of photographs by 
Jean Mohr alongside text, as in Berger and Mohr’s studies of guest 
workers in Europe and of French peasants among whom Berger lived 
as a guest worker (if you include writing as work, alongside his cutting 
and bailing hay).1

Encompass. Like enclose. But encompass sounds more capacious, more 
generous, more of a two- way movement. Like what the woman was 

3
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doing to the man, sewing him into the nylon bag—encompassing him. 
But the tunnel by the freeway? That is enclosure. As for myself, I must 
be Berger’s idea of the photograph, for I fi nd myself, like it or not, try-
ing to stop time, always returning to the scene of the crime or at least 
the image of the scene of the crime, by which I mean the people by 
the tunnel entrance.

Berger is known for his writing. Yet there is this other and less well-
 known Berger who seems to spend an inordinate amount of time 
drawing as well. To read him on drawing—to read him drawing—is to 
be struck by the intimacy he feels between the drawer and the drawn. 
His considerable love affair with photography pales by comparison, 
as when he suggests that drawing is like a conversation with the thing 
drawn, likely to involve prolonged and total immersion.

A conversation!
To paraphrase Berger writing on life drawing in 1960: it is a plati-

tude that what’s important in drawing is the process of looking. A line 
drawn is important not for what it records so much as what it leads 
you on to see. “Each confi rmation or denial brings you closer to the 
object, until fi nally you are, as it were, inside it: the contours you have 
drawn no longer marking the edge of what you have seen, but the edge 
of what you have become . . . a drawing is an autobiographical record 
of one’s discovery of an event, seen, remembered, or imagined.”2

To me the crucial and alarming thing here is the idea that the per-
son drawing becomes what they are drawing. Berger puts it so well, so 
subtly: “the edge of what you have become.” What delight this would 
have caused Walter Benjamin, who begins his  three- and- a- half- page 
essay on the mimetic faculty with these words: man’s “gift of seeing 
resemblances is nothing other than a rudiment of the powerful com-
pulsion in former times to become and behave like something else. 
Perhaps there is none of his higher functions in which his mimetic 
faculty does not play a decisive role.”3

“I feel I see more than most people,” declares Christopher Grubbs 
with regard to his drawing. “By recording the scenes before me so 
carefully I remember them more clearly. I become more deeply con-
nected to the things I draw and concerned about them. A richer life 
issues from this more intimate relationship with the visible world . . . 
Drawing breathes life into an idea.”4

For Berger, drawing is an activity much older than writing or archi-
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tecture. It is as old as song, that infl ection of language. Indeed “draw-
ing is as fundamental to the energy which makes us human as singing 
and dancing.”5 Drawing he adds, has something that painting, sculp-
ture, videos, and installations lack—corporeality.6

Others refer to this as the kinaesthetic sense in drawing.7 Derrida, 
who does not draw, speaks of the prominence of the hands in drawings 
made of the blind. In many of the drawings he chooses, it is the blind 
person’s outstretched, quavering hands that are the predominant fea-
ture. These hands are like eyes that are conversing with the immedi-
ate environment. For Derrida, this is to underline the importance of 
the hands not only for the blind but for the artist in the act of drawing. 
The parallel is disturbing, for just as the blind are pictured with their 
agile hands stretched out in front of their body, these hands that serve 
as eyes, so the artist is using her or his hands as eyes too, and with that 
the whole body is eye.8

In my drawing of the people by the freeway tunnel I see that I 
have pictured the woman—if she is a woman—using her hands to 
sew closed the nylon bag containing the man, if he is a man. Her body 
is bent over, her face is intently looking down at her handiwork, and 
there appears to be a needle in her right hand.

She is drawing herself into the picture no less than into the ny-
lon bag.

She is drawing her entire body into this space that is the emotional 
and metaphysical heart of the image.

To me this is crucial. The corporeality of which Berger speaks seems 
to me to be like sympathetic magic in which an image of something 
provides the  image- maker bodily access to its being. To “become and 
behave like something else” is the way Benjamin put it. “In order to 
make an image come alive, one must be totally within it,” writes Chip 
Sullivan.9 How marvelously dialectical this must be! You draw an im-
age that has a mimetic relationship with what it is an image of (bear 
in mind this does not mean that there is necessarily a one- to- one re-
semblance, as if such a thing were possible). That is what we could call 
magic station number one. But coincidentally there is set up a mimetic 
relation between you, especially that part of you called your body, with 
whatever it is that is being rendered into an image, and also with the 
resulting image itself—magic stations number two and three!

Drawing his father’s face shortly after he died, Berger felt like a 
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lifesaver saving a life, in this case by saving a likeness. But what sort of 
likeness? “As I drew his mouth, his brows, his eyelids,” he writes, “as 
their specifi c forms emerged from the whiteness of the paper, I felt 
the history and the experience which made them as they were.”10

Because of all these possibilities—self- transformation, making an 
image come alive, dwelling within it, and drawing out history—it 
seems to me obvious that a drawing in a fi eldwork notebook has a lot 
to offer. Even if I am looking at someone else’s drawing I am likely to 
feel like stretching out my hand to the thing pictured. Speaking for 
myself, I rarely have this feeling with a photograph. Drawings are 
Dionysiac. Didn’t Berger mention dancing?

In the West, dancing and drawing are separate activities. There 
are people who dance, and there are other people who draw. People 
of other cultures are different. In indigenous Australia, for instance, 
drawing on the body and on the sand both went hand in hand with 
dancing. Still do in some places. Hand in hand.

Yet the dancing connection seems important, even for those who 
never dance. To draw is to move my hand in keeping with what I am 
drawing, and as the hand moves, so does the body, which tenses and 
keeps changing the angle of vision along with the angle of the head 
looking out at the scene and then back at the page. This is an extraor-
dinary act of bodily mimesis. As in certain forms of dance, your entire 
body imitates not just the shape but the rhythms and proportions of 
time held still as the page fi lls with fi gural or abstract form. You try 
out a line this way on the page, then change it to another. You observe 
keenly. Very keenly. Like never before. This is a new eye. Like a hawk. 
This is the golden road to realism. But then through ineptitude or 
quirks in your realist armor, something else takes over. Your soul, 
perhaps, or the soul of whatever it is that you are drawing?

This can take me anywhere from ten minutes to an hour or even 
longer. Other people take days. Someone told me recently that the 
human head weighs about ten pounds. That’s a lot of weight to keep 
pushing around and rotating, looking at what you are drawing, then 
looking back at the page, ad nauseum. When I fi nish a drawing more 
elaborate than the sketch of the people lying by the freeway tunnel, I 
feel like I’ve just fi nished a long- distance race and I yearn for a ciga-
rette or some other release. Of course it is not the actual physical effort 
that fatigues. It’s the mental effort. But what then is “mental effort”?
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What I think all of this boils down to as regards the fi eldwork note-
book or diary is the making of a fetish: the construction, guarding, 
cherishing, and the continuous elaboration in writing and drawing 
that is the notebook itself. This is a most excellent thing, I feel forced 
to point out, since fetishism has by and large received a lot of bad press, 
being associated with seedy men in shiny raincoats and old tennis shoes 
inhabiting the back rows of certain movie houses. Or else it is linked 
to the celebrated “false consciousness” of capitalist culture, mistaking 
things for the spirits of commodities. Or is it the other way around? 
In any case, endowing things with godlike powers seems to me a nice 
boost to the imagination required of us to navigate our way through 
today’s nasty world. It is a boon, therefore, that the fi eldworker’s diary 
achieves fetish status, and does so in no uncertain manner.

Like ivy or some exotic weed, the diary shoots out tendrils and 
fl owers. As the seasons proceed, so new growths form with different 
colors and shapes creating new patterns superimposed over the decay-
ing leaves and fl owers and of course those evil- eyed glistening toads 
that emerged earlier. Not to put too fi ne a point on it, the notebook 
becomes not just the guardian of experience but its continuous revi-
sion as well, a peculiar and highly specialized organ of consciousness 
no less than an outrigger of the soul. It becomes an extension of one-
self, if not more self than oneself. If a camera is a technical device that 
more often than not gets in the way—gets between me and people—
the diary or fi eldwork notebook is a technical device of a very differ-
ent order and even more magical than the much- acclaimed magic of 
photography.

This would help explain the marvelously “irrational” responses re-
ceived by the anthropologist Jean Jackson when asking other cultural 
anthropologists about their fi eldnotes, as reported in her essay “I Am 
a Fieldnote.” The fetishism of the fi eldwork notebook as an “outrig-
ger of the soul” could not be clearer, especially given the cruel twist 
she notes, almost in passing, when she asks how something could be 
so much a part of you and so alienating as well?11 Is this the alienation 
one feels in being unable to get it down right, hence the resort to 
tricks such as drawing and the living scrawl of afterthoughts?

The seventy anthropologists she interviewed in the early 1980s 
provided a treasure trove of crazy and delightful characterizations of 
their fi eldnotes, enlivened by the ease with which their professional 



26  C H A P T E R  T H R E E

lexicon came to their aid: fetish, taboo, sacred, ritual, masking, mystique, 
mana, liminal quality of fi eldnotes, and mythology of fi eldnotes, to name 
the more obvious.

It is indeed quite beautiful as well as startling to see the aplomb 
with which terms drawn from such so- called primitive societies can be 
applied to fi eldnotes. Even the analyst of the analysts, Jackson herself, 
cannot avoid it, such as when she refers to the fi eldworker’s advisor back 
home as the generic shaman.12 The irony may be plain, but so is the 
temptation. Nevertheless that is lightweight compared with the fol-
lowing extract from an anthropologist talking about fi eldnotes: “When 
I think of activities I do, that’s [i.e., writing fi eldnotes] a lot closer to 
the core of my identity than most things. I’m sure the attitude to-
wards the notes themselves has a sort of fetishistic quality—I don’t go 
stroke them, but I spent so much time getting, guarding, protecting 
them . . . if the house was burning down, I’d go to the notes fi rst.”13 
Others comment, “it’s strange how intimate they become and how 
possessive we are.” Another says she will eventually destroy hers, and 
still another says, “fi eldnotes are really holy.” One person likes her 
notebooks covered with batik. They look so pretty. “On the outside. 
I never look on the inside.” 

Small wonder that the analyst of the analysts scratches her head in 
wonder, forced to ask why it is that so “many interviews do offer evi-
dence of fi eldwork mystique,” even if a minority of those interviewed 
held to the view that their fi eldnotes are a mere tool.14

Novel and Notebook, Ethnography as Literature: now the genres are 
churning. Consider Laura Bohannan’s wondrous Return to Laughter: 
An Anthropological Novel, published in 1954 as a so- called fi ctional ac-
count of her fi eldwork among the Tiv in Nigeria. The fi rst edition, 
published by the American Museum of Natural History, blurbs this 
book as “a remarkable novel,” presumably so the reader will keep it 
securely in the realm of literature and never mistake anthropology for 
fi ction.15 But then what is fi ction? Or what is not fi ction? might be the 
better question, since the fi rst way of posing the question assumes a 
nice safe world of the real upon which and after which we create fi c-
tions. But that nice safe world does not exist. It is shot through with 
fi ction, never more so than for that benighted being, the anthropo-
logical fi eldworker, awash in fl oods of othernesses and daydreams of 
home, as this novel (I mean “novel”) makes clear.
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What is here fascinating is the role of the notebook that the author 
invokes with such frequency that it becomes a character in its own 
right—having a “role,” after all—anchoring the outlandish and strange 
with pen and paper. But immediately two possibilities, two questions, 
arise. Is the notebook actually playing this role as a  quasi- character as 
the anthropologist navigates her way through Tiv worlds? Or does 
the notebook assume this status afterward, when she is concocting her 
“fi ction,” in other words a device that a writer (as in  writer- of- fi ction) 
uses to get the story to come alive? Either way the notebook is magical. 
It is as magical as the curtain of witchcraft that remorselessly descends 
over this novel that is, be it noted, not just “anthropological” but fo-
cused on fi eldwork.

“I scribbled in almost illegible haste in my notebook . . . my note-
book was full of questions.” “Where did the second goat come in? . . . 
He told me that now we were to start the real pith of the lesson. I 
turned to a fresh page of my notebook . . . I repeated and wrote.”16 The 
notebook is not only a principal character in her book, along with the
 chief and the sorcerer, but to my mind it confl ates the two.

It is the Tiv themselves who take over the responsibilities of keep-
ing a notebook. “Write that down! . . . He opened my notebook for 
me and had me write down the words for everything in our line of 
vision.”17 When she exploits the rift between the chief and Yabo (the 
most feared sorcerer), with whom nobody but she will associate, Yabo 
teaches her the black arts, provided she write them down in a new 
notebook that she promises to never show the chief.18

Deeply upset at a small boy taunting a blind man, she says, “I will 
get my paper,” and goes into her hut “but not to get paper” so much 
as to hide from the world.19 It is as if the paper becomes the media-
tor of the strange and, more than that, as if the paper is a sacred or 
semisacred repository. But there are limits to this capacity for buffer-
ing when even the notebook fails her, as with this display of cruelty 
whereby paper becomes but an excuse enabling retreat into the self.

Yet when the holocaust of smallpox rips through the community, 
her notebooks become an abject sign of a woeful alienation, indicat-
ing her inability to relate either to herself or to the people around her. 
“I had followed science out here, as one follows a will o’ the wisp,” she 
writes, “seeing only what beckoned from the distance, paying no heed 
to the earth I spurned beneath my feet, seeing naught about me.” 
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She rubs salt in the wound. “But . . . I had served anthropology well. 
Notebook upon notebook, good stuff and accurate.”20

And if the notebook is one of the principal protagonists in her an-
thropological novel, it is also the main character in the storytelling 
that brings her book to its fi nale when the community regroups after 
the devastation of the smallpox. Storyteller after storyteller takes the 
stage in what is a sort of “truth and reconciliation” hearing. The very 
same small boy who taunted the blind man interrupts with “What was 
his great grandfather’s name? And where did he learn to perform that 
ceremony.” The audience shrieks with laughter. Our anthropologist 
then realizes that his accent is hers, and he is imitating the Anthro-
pologist as, eager and baffl ed in turns, the boy scribbles in the air “as 
though in a notebook.”21 Yet these very same people doubled over 
with laughter—with the “return to laughter”—had always been em-
phatic that during her time with them she write down “everything in 
our line of vision.”

Scribbling in the air is a gesture that should not be lost on us, given 
the doubts and anxieties I have belabored concerning the “mystic 
writing pad” effect. And here I cannot resist pointing out that once—
only once—in all of the  twenty- three references to her notebooks and 
diary, she mentions she drew pictures.22

Yet this one scene of drawing—not writing—is instructive. It occurs 
as a hut is being built for her in the chief’s compound, and amid the 
bustle of activity the elders are, as is their custom, collectively arbitrat-
ing a dispute. As they listen to the complaints and the evidence, their 
hands are busy. One is fi tting a hoe handle. Another is twisting hibis-
cus fi ber to make rope. And all of this is occurring so they “could keep 
their hands busy while their minds were on more important matters.”

Surely that also applies to the drawings she makes during this time? 
It is justice that is being weighed as the conversation meanders and 
those busy hands ply their task freeing up the mind for weighty mat-
ters. “Boredom is the dream bird that hatches the egg of experience,” 
writes Benjamin with regard to the art of storytelling and its necessary 
connection to manual tasks.23 And at the heart of storytelling, as with 
these dispute hearings, lies the search for righteousness. “The story-
teller is the fi gure in which the righteous man encounters himself.”24

Yet only once does she record drawing. Nevertheless, it is “draw-
ing” that proves to be the “really real,” as when she says she has only 
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to close her eyes and she will recall with the utmost vividness her time 
with the Tiv, as vivid as her childhood memories—“disconnected 
and unordered: small, particular incidents” consisting of a “pointillist 
 picture.”25

And is it not the case that the mystique of the notebooks—scribbling 
in the air—is heightened by the almost universal rule in the profession 
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to not teach the art of fi eldwork and keep all discussion of it to glanc-
ing blows and informal comments out of the side of one’s mouth—
“Wear tennis shoes and stay away from native women” sort of thing?

What then of drawings? What sort of lifeline might they provide? 
Well, fi rst of all they provide a welcome pause to the writing machine 
whereby another philosophy of representation and meditation takes 
over. It is nice to walk on two legs instead of one. Drawings add more 
directly to the  thing- become- spirit character of the notebook as a 
whole, preening the fetish with loving strokes. I like drawing, and in a 
strange way that I do not understand it settles me into my surround-
ings even though the act of drawing can be unsettling. This is para-
doxical. Is the drawing something like a dialogue with one’s surround-
ings, I wonder, maybe an argument—in the sense of a dispute but also 
in the sense of a theory? You are getting to know your surroundings 
in this strange way and, even stranger, the surroundings are getting to 
know you. This adds up to an unstable set of interlocking forces, the 
main one of which is surprise. Did I really draw this? The drawing 
may familiarize you with the strangeness depicted. You are making 
your own passport to the terra incognita. But then you have to admit 
that the drawing is a strange thing too. It acquires its own reality. It is 
actually of another universe while pretending to be the reality in front 
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of you. Purely as a picture—as “a work of art”—it has its charms and 
its lack of charm.

Imagination and documentation coexist—as with the watercolor 
I sketched of Julio Reyes’s phantom boat coming upriver at night, 
which I heard about on the wharf at Santa Barbara on the Timbiquí 
River that races down the Andes to the Pacifi c coast of Colombia. No 
photograph could capture the phantasm, that’s for sure. And when I 
look at my watercolor, done at night, depicting the refl ections upside 
down in the dark river of the huts on the opposite bank, illuminated by 
their gasoline lamps, and I see (or, more properly, sense) the  struggle 
to capture the color of the river at night, to somehow get the blue in 
the black, and the even greater struggle to picture the phantom boat, 
grey- black in the blackness of myth and fantasy, I fear all I am left 
with is an unsightly smudge with some yellow stain like a mustard 
spill. I then tell myself that the result is pitiful but the struggle worth 
it because I looked at color and I looked at the night and the river 
like I never had before and saw what I take so for granted with new 
eyes. Is there any activity that so rewards failure? These are toads that 
become fl owers.
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Given all this, is it fair that drawings in fi eldwork notebooks are gen-
erally considered to be at best mere aids, steps toward a published text 
that obliterates all traces of them, like denying one’s parentage out of 
shame? At issue here is not that a fi eldwork notebook should supplant 
the book to which it gives birth, but rather a question: What is lost 
in translation?1

I am the fi rst to admire the smooth perfection of a completed work 
and be irritated by the appellation of “work in progress.” I do believe 
in the wholeness of the whole, no less than in the stupendous artifi cial-
ity of a beginning followed by a middle followed by an end. Yet at the 
same time I very much like sleeping in a half- constructed house with, 
say, the roof in place but the rafters exposed and no walls, or at least no 
sheetrock with its sealed, smooth whiteness producing that choking 
feeling of the straitjacket. When a house is completed it is such a dis-
appointment. No rafters. No mysterious  hollowed- out shadow spaces 
above them. And nothing to hang the hammock onto and swing—
which is why we like barns and sheds and fi nd unforgettable that house 
raised twelve feet in the jungle with a palm- thatch roof and only two 
walls, open to the forest, complete in its incompleteness. (Maybe that’s 
what makes a great book, being more barn than house?)

So if I seem to be celebrating crudeness and half- completed efforts 
without sheetrock, and if I go on to affi rm this as the work of the ama-
teur, I am mindful of the putrid negativity such an appellation carries 
in certain quarters of the land. But, like Roland Barthes, I want to em-
phasize the root meaning of amator, for the love of it. Imagine that!

We amateurs feel little hesitation in speaking, although we are not 

4
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professional speakers, just as we run, although we are not professional 
athletes, make love, swim, or email, et cetera. Most of us even live life 
amateurishly. But drawing for the amateur? Off limits. Drawing is 
precious in every sense of the word, except for the Littlies.

But worse still than censoring certain persons as amateurs, drawing 
itself is censored as a  second- rate activity, secondary to writing. True, 
we provide a  closed- off playpen for the motley crew of artists, cura-
tors, art dealers, critics, collectors, and museums, a playpen in which 
drawing can become an extraordinarily treasured commodity, as you 
can gauge from the crowds that swell art museums today and the mil-
lions of dollars paid for a drawing or a painting, far more than for any 
book, that’s for sure. All very strange.

Except for this exception, drawing is devalued in relation to read-
ing and writing in Western culture. Even in art schools, so I am told, 
the teaching of drawing has been greatly diminished the past two de-
cades, or even curtailed. My friend Nancy Goldring has fought to 
retain drawing on the syllabus. Her class in New Jersey is now sched-
uled to meet at 7:30 a.m. It is now fashionable, I hear, for artists to 
proudly claim, “Oh! I can’t draw.” (No wonder!)

This hostility toward drawing by hand has been exacerbated by the 
computer, but its roots in Western culture go way beyond that. What 
is more, side by side with the hegemony of the digital, there now seems 
to be a return to the soulfulness of pencil and paper—amounting to a 
celebration of the craft of drawing as retaliation against the machine. 
And there is a market for this as well. The very fi rst sentence in a 
prominent New York curator’s 2008 essay on drawing reads: “In to-
day’s contemporary art world, drawing is hot.”2 But this does not re-
fl ect the broader cultural history of drawing in relation to writing and 
to thinking.

We do everything to get children to read and write well. But why 
not draw too, past the age of fi ve or six? “Our society privileges verbal 
skill,” writes that great drawer and landscape designer Laurie Olin, 
“to the point that by the time they reach middle school, most people 
abandon other forms of mental imagination.”3 The manager of the 
children’s department at a prominent bookstore in Washington DC, 
Dara La Porte, is quoted as saying in October 2010, “I see children pick 
up picture books and then the parents say, ‘You can do better than this, 
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you can do more than this.’ It’s a terrible pressure parents are feeling—
that somehow, I shouldn’t let my child have this picture book because 
she won’t get into Harvard.”4 In his marvelous study of the importance 
to research chemists of drawings of molecules, the Nobel Prize–win-
ning chemist Roald Hoffmann points out that “My ability to draw a 
face so that it looks like a face atrophied at age ten.”5 Yet diagrams and 
visual thinking are of enormous value in his fi eld, as exemplifi ed by the 
picture of the double helix and its place in the discovery of DNA.

Shortly after I copied Hoffman’s confession, I drove to the super-
market close to where I live in upstate New York past a sign on the 
road. It read: “Summer Reading Camp.” I guessed my fi ve- year- old 
friend Carmen Albers would soon be dumped there so as to get on 
with life instead of drawing imaginary giraffes. As we waited for our 
food in a Chinese restaurant she started to draw some more, copying 
fi gures on a Chinese lacquered vase on the table. Given her interest in 
animals such as giraffes, what a shock to see that instead of the animals 
on the vase she was copying Chinese characters. Could there be a 
fl uid continuum at work here, such that animals and writing, drawing 
and writing, belong to the same universe?

Three months later I saw workmen hauling up a sign to put on top 
of the entrance arch to Columbia University that read: “New York 
Times. Great Children’s Read.” At each end of the sign were childlike 
drawings of a child. The child on the right was carrying a book. The 
child on the left had a book open and appeared to be reading it. As I 
stared up at this sign, a professor of ancient history named William 
Harris tapped me on the shoulder with a smile. “Typical anthropolo-
gist,” he said with a smile, “studying the life of the street.”

I explained my interest in society’s effort to get the little ones to read 
and how this poster—and it was a very large poster—used “childish” 
drawings so as to encourage the fi rst steps toward the rift, at fi rst 
demoting drawing, and then eliminating it altogether from the cur-
riculum of progress. It seems like drawing is here considered to be a 
prehistoric stage in one’s evolution, like the tail that eventually drops 
off between our legs. Primers for kids to learn to read and write use 
drawings every inch and monosyllable, every apple and orange of the 
way—only to erase all that visual representation once it has served its 
larger, more sacred task.
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Nodding approvingly in the midst of the crowd, with his head tilted 
to one side, my friend told me that the ancient Greek word stem gra-
pho means “to write or draw.” My thoughts fl ashed back to Carmen.

We both beamed with pleasure, but surely mine was greater than 
his, for I had doubled the contingencies. First, I had accidentally 
come across yet another  street- sign manifestation of the victory—the 



C H A P T E R  F O U R   37

victory of letters over drawing—and, second, by the most beautiful 
coincidence I had bumped into a scholar right under the entrance to 
the university, now emblazoned with this exhortation to the little folk, 
and he—my scholar—had beautifully muddled everything for me. 
The kernel at which I grasped while making my way further along the 
footpath is what if the ancient Greek language was on the right track in 
having the one word for what is now divided by an insuperable gulf?
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It is this same track—this same unity of writing and drawing—that 
we fi nd in the Middle Ages too, when drawing was understood to be 
an activity that combined writing and what today we call drawing.6 
But here we have to pause because what these histories seem to reveal 
is that the very word “drawing” is unstable and fl exible—as when I 
say “drawing” for my watercolors, or when I play with the multiple 
meanings of the English word “drawing” for making a picture, draw-
ing water from a well, drawing a thread from a skein of wool, and of 
being drawn to the scene of the crime. That is the situation today. In 
the Middle Ages, so I read, many words connote drawing, but there is 
no word that signifi es it exclusively. The relevant words refer to draw-
ing plus something else—for example, writing. In written texts in the 
Middle Ages, the notion of drawing is expressed in words that convey 
the act of inscription, whether in letters or in pictures. One word, scri-
bere, conveys the idea of making a furrow. Another, protrahere, from 
which the English portrait derives, suggests to disclose or reveal, which 
is “something a drawing can do as readily as a text.”7

Then there are my dictionaries. While the Oxford dictionary is 
all words, Webster’s dictionary combines words with beautiful little 
drawings the size of a postage stamp. In its 1,360 pages, I would guess 
there could be 1,360 of these drawings. My eye strays to the drawing 
of a horse’s hoof as I read the entry under “honor.” The hoof is dis-
played such that the parts of its underside are easily seen and named. 
Honor is certainly interesting, but not as interesting as this drawing 
of a hoof. Not only does it leap out at you but it makes you ask how 
on earth a purely verbal description could get even close to this, bear-
ing in mind you can’t have much honor without a hoof, but a hoof 
without honor is fi ne. What madness to rely on words! Poor Oxford. 
Running scared, I would say, running scared of people like me, whose 
eye strays to the picture away from the word, which is the same preju-
dice I fi nd in my university against fi lm as something easy and vulgar, 
likely to seduce students away from real learning. Yet one can only 
applaud the chaps who write this stuff bereft of imagery. For what an 
effort it must be to thus cut yourself off from the image world. But 
then seeing itself as guardian of the English language, and seeing that 
words and writing are virtually sacred, it makes perfect sense not to 
stoop to that vulgar American device of drawing.

Back to grapho!
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First, I see a curious history at work here, a mythical universal his-
tory, a just- so story of my own making based on my experience as 
well as that of other people with whom I have discussed memories of 
their childhood reading. My history of reading is unabashedly West-
ern middle class and probably pre- TV, pre- DVD, and pre- Internet—
which somewhat limits my claim to a “mythical universal history.” But 
never mind. The implications are more general, aimed at providing 
an archaeology in the present of the way words and pictures interact. 
It can be read in conjunction with Walter Benjamin’s remarks on pic-
tures in children’s primers. “Prince is a word with a star tied to it,” a 
 seven- year- old boy told him.

At fi rst the child is told stories. Then it is read to by its mother and 
father, usually from a lavishly illustrated children’s book with but a few 
lines of text per page. As the child grows, so the illustrations shrink 
and the text spreads ever more until fi nally there are no more pictures. 
Picturing has been killed off (except the cover, which, when you come 
to think of it, is a very important part of a book and the object of 
frequent dispute between authors and their publishers). Picturing has 
been sacrifi ced in one of the most important if unannounced rites of 
passage on the way to being an adult. Then one fi ne day the kid, now 
aged about ten, is reading away, all is going smoothly and according to 
plan when, some twenty pages into a book, the kid confronts an illustra-
tion, invariably of the main character, who looks nothing—absolutely 
nothing!—like what the kid has in his or her imagination. Shock is 
followed by disorientation and depression. A mighty gap opens up be-
tween words and things, no smaller than between words and pictures. 
Akin to an initiation rite into epistemology, this is a decisive moment 
in the history of consciousness and self- consciousness that not even the 
mighty G. W. F. Hegel could wrap his capacious abstractions around. 
Something essential to the cosmic machinery of representation has 
fallen out of whack, after which text- and- drawings will forever be the 
site of a baneful disposition, scar tissue of trauma.

This scar tissue is what I see manifest in William Burroughs’s and 
Brion Gysin’s 1960s text- image collages, especially in the book they 
worked on together, The Third Mind. Sometimes Burroughs supplied 
the text and Gysin the images; sometimes it was the other way around. 
Such collages, the result of Gysin’s cut- up discovery, were also some-
times built into diaries such as the Black Scrapbook (1964–65), a diary 
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said to contain four hundred pages of collages.8 Such a connection of 
pictures with with the diary form seems merely fortuitous, but it was 
suffi cient to get me thinking about my own fi eldwork diaries. Wasn’t 
it possible to see them as moving in that direction, too? I asked my-
self, even though my notebooks were far from attaining the systematic 
giddiness of Gysin & Burroughs, with their obsession with outwitting 
Control, meaning the freaky forces of surveillance and social conven-
tion dependent upon text- image play.

Placing family photographs side by side with images cut out of 
American comic books of the forties and fi fties, eerie images of what 
caught their eye, odd newspaper clippings, together with slabs of prose 
(if that be the word) that Burroughs was writing at the time, pithy 
asides, and trails of color, dividing up the page into two or three verti-
cal columns with the day’s date at the top, like a diary, Burroughs and 
Gysin wanted this collage to do nothing less than applied anthropol-
ogy, manipulating the image world of popular culture, where language 

Burroughs’s and Gysin’s scrapbook images; pages from The Black Scrapbook, 
c. 1964–65
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and image intersect. None of this occurs at a conscious level, of course. 
Note the vibration effect on the page for Thursday, November 19, 
Saint Elizabeth’s Day.

Beyond that ambitious goal was the even larger program of erasing 
the word itself. Rub Out the Word! For which reason orgasm was 
recruited as well, a superior form of cut- up.9 All this was more bom-
bast than real, in my opinion, more imaginary and tongue in cheek 
than what spoilsports call “serious,” recalling Burroughs’s great love 
of what he called “routines,” little bits of theater playacted in a liv-
ing room or at a bar—or on the page with iconic characters such as 

Burroughs’s and Gysin’s scrapbook images; pages from The Black Scrapbook, 
c. 1964–65
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Dr. Benway. Recall also Gysin and Burroughs’s patron saint, Has-
san I Sabbah, leader of the  hashish- smoking assassins (play on words): 
“Nothing is real; everything is permitted.”

States have their routines too. Remember the weapons of mass de-
struction? The photographs of the mobile chemical trailers in the 
desert sand that the secretary of defense held up in the UN building 
by the East River?

The point is that in this confl ation of image and language in the 
scrapbook, both image and word change on the anvil of confl ation. 
Words melt into fading crosshatched grids as grammar heaves images 
out from the verbal realm only to sink down again under waves of 
effervescent possibility. In this context, the photograph of Mrs. Mur-
phy’s rooming house is like no house ever was, anymore. It is no lon-
ger a photograph, nor Mrs. Murphy’s anything. The truest thing you 
can hang your hat on is the name of the month and the day at the top 
of the page—in French.

Brion Gysin, the inventor of those complementary devices—cut- up 

Burroughs’s and Gysin’s scrapbook images; pages from The Black Scrapbook, 
c. 1964–65
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and grid—expressed it like this: “I write across the picture space from 
right to left and then, I turn the space and write across that again to 
make a  multi- dimensional grid with the script I picked up from the 
Pan people. Who runs may read. I have, I think, paid the pipers in full. 
Within the bright scaffolding appears a world of Little Folk, swinging 
in their fl owering ink  jungle- gym, exercising control of matter and 
knowing space.”10

Who runs may read. And also walk, as on the  electric- blue mosaic 
tiles of the shrine in the desert dedicated to Hassan I Sabbah, Old 
Man of the Mountain and Great Sandy Waste. “These magic carpets 
in tile can catch up the soul into rapture for hours. They begin with 
mere optical illusion in which colors leap and swirl but the effect goes 
on developing to where pattern springs loose as you move into the 
picture you see. You step from this world into a garden and the garden 
is You.”11

Who runs may read. Like Don Quixote tilting at windmills, Don 
William with his trusty artist friend, Brion Gysin, took on the big bad 
world of Henry Luce and other media moguls fl ooding the world with 
images that, as Burroughs exhorted, control us as much as do those 
“rings of steel” of surveillance cameras that today surround inner Lon-
don, Wall Street, and your local supermarket. Whether we are being 
watched or whether we are watching, the end result is the same, no 
time more than now when media is king.

Burroughs and Gysin, writer and visual artist, made a fabulous pair, 
or should I say “collage,” and as regards pairing up so as to create fables, 
it is worth recalling that Kafka would have us believe that Quixote 
was a bothersome spirit possessing Sancho Panza, who had to invent 
a bunch of adventures to keep his spirit occupied. It is said that Bur-
roughs created some six thousand collages within three years and 
never stopped working eight days a week there in the Beat Hotel.12

Although not much of a drawer, Burroughs was encouraged by 
Gysin’s example to take up painting, which he did in an abstract ex-
pressionist style. He never showed his work until after Gysin’s death. 
He was slowly coming off heroin, thanks to apomorphine treatment, 
sitting for hours in the Beat Hotel in Paris, silently watching Gysin 
paint and at times seeming to disappear into the painting. After all, he 
was el hombre invisible. He was looking for the Little Folk, I am sure. 
“Oh, he could sit there staring into my canvases,” said Gysin, “simply 
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melting into them to move around in there.”13 Small wonder that 
when, twenty years later, Burroughs dedicated one of his last books, 
Cities of the Red Night, to Gysin, the dedication read: To Brion Gysin, 
who painted this book before it was written.

The voice in this book remains pretty much the same, dry and mea-
sured, but reality fl oats in and out of its 332 pages, hovering between 
pages from a notebook and pictures that come alive. “A sepia etching 
onscreen. Written on the bottom in gold lettering: The hanging of 
Captain Strobe, the Gentleman Pirate. Panama City. May 1, 1702 . . . 
The etching slowly comes alive, giving off a damp heat, a smell of 
weeds and mud fl ats and sewage.”14 Several chapters later a chapter 
begins thus: “Page from Strobe’s notebook.” (This same Strobe who 
climbed out of the painting of himself being hanged.) The text contin-
ues: “The essence of sleight of hand is distraction.”15 Well, you can say 
that again. Then at the bottom of that page (with us not really know-
ing whether we have clambered out of dead- man- come- alive Strobe’s 
notebook), we read: “Noah writes that I am interested in printing his 
diaries for some reason.” For some reason. Two pages on we are drop-
ping anchor a bare hundred yards from the beach: “I had the curious 
impression of looking at a painting in a gold frame . . . at the bottom of 
the frame, April 1, 1702.”16 “The conversation at the dinner table gave 
me the sensation that my notebooks were coming alive.”17 “Could I see 
that postcard in the window?” “As I touched the picture, I got a whiff 
of the fever smell. Three youths were hanging from a pole.”18

What I think Burroughs’s scrapbooks added up to was one vast draw-
ing—that half- completed house I was talking about, the one without 
sheetrock and with exposed crossbeams from which you can hang 
your hammock. His scrapbooks rehearse that moment I describe in 
my “mythic universal history” as that prepubertal shock occurring in 
the latency period between the devolving image and the evolution of 
reading.

He certainly was an inveterate photographer. Not only did he snap 
away, but in those early days, as he told the Paris Review contributor 
with the unlikely name of Conrad Knickerbocker in 1965, he kept the 
prints of his many photographs in heavy fi les that he lugged from place 
to place back and forth across borders and oceans to roomy rooms 
where he could spread out and gaze at them to his heart’s content as 
if they were more real than reality. I have studied these fi les in the re-
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cently acquired collection in the New York Public Library, where they 
are treated like the crown jewels—a strange fate for the iconoclastic 
William Seward Burroughs of notoriety, literary and otherwise. Look-
ing at the fi les in such surroundings, you feel like you are sitting in a 
bank vault or in a prison, talking to a prisoner during visiting hours. 
Doubtless this would have tickled Burroughs. You rifl e through piles 
of  black- and- white  three- by- fi ve photographs and travel through 
time and across continents. You don’t just look, of course, but what is 
looking, anyway? You try to imagine how Burroughs looked at these 
photographs and you try to do the same, only now the exalted status of 
the outlaw writer as a cultural icon gets between you and what you are 
looking at and looking for. Were his photographs winking at him with 
concealed messages about secret events, both past and yet to come? 
I certainly got that feeling as I opened up the fi le containing spooky 
blurred photographs he took of TV shows in his hotel room in the 
Midwest. The photo collages swarm before you, page after page, cre-
ating cascading megacollages, all the more strange on account of their 
banality and their remoteness in time and place. Here in the prison 
house of the reading room you cannot but create your own scrapbook 
out of these raw materials in relation to the protocols of white gloves, 
soporifi c scholasticism, and frosty looks.

Yet he was fi rst and foremost a writer, was he not? He himself had 
written the following: “Brion frequently remonstrated with me to 
leave these experiments and write some straight narrative”?19 And as 
late as 1976 Gysin adds, “I would still urge him to do so.”20 Coming 
from Gysin, champion of experiment, this is strong stuff. Be a writer, 
William! Write straight, for God’s sake! This seems to have only ac-
celerated Burroughs in the opposite direction, that of time- space dis-
location, as he cut out images and text for his scrapbooks. Quixote 
no doubt got similar advice from Sancho, but went on tilting at those 
windmills.
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All of this, I repeat, seems to me curious, obscene, terrifying, and 
unfathomably mysterious.

J A M E S  A G E E  O N  F I E L D W O R K  I N  L E T  U S  N O W  P R A I S E 

F A M O U S  M E N 1

A fi eldwork diary is like a scrapbook that you read and reread in dif-
ferent ways, fi nding unexpected meanings and pairings as well as blind 
alleys and dead ends. In thinking about it, I am reminded of how a 
small child plays for hours arranging and rearranging blocks and mar-
bles, toy animals and postage stamps. Then the life in the collection 
crackles. Then we sense what Walter Benjamin meant when he said 
that a true collection amounts to a magic encyclopedia. What he meant 
was that because it is the offspring of both design and chance, a col-
lection can function like a fortuneteller’s wheel.

In part this is the product of the inordinate love and fascination—
that quiet fanaticism—by which the collector gathers and regards the 
bits and pieces that make up his or her collection. Well do I recall the 
shock I received upon going into Alina Enggist’s bathroom in New 
York City to fi nd the washbasin virtually unusable because it was fi lled 
with small stones of different shapes and colors, the basin being one of 
the places she uses to house her collection of stones. To my mind this 
is analogous to Burroughs’s scrapbooks no less than to a fi eldworker’s 
notebook.

5
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Alina writes: “The stones of my collection do not all recall a story, 
a moment, or a signifi cance. The ones that traveled far lay next to the 
ones that had no idea how they got there. They are all at rest, some 
huddled together, others alone, but all carried to where they now lay. 
And their Way is not yet determined as mine is not. To know that 
they were there before me and will be there after me is comforting. 
To know that their stories are not bound to them and that they may or 
may not ever speak again is what makes them so valuable. To know that 
they were carried from a moment in my life now extinct gives them 
their stability. Knowing that they were passed over until the moment I 
came and collected them gives to me a sense that I found a dream that 
has yet to be dreamt.”

Well, an ethnographer’s notebook is not quite the same as Alina’s 
washbasin full of stones, but from her commentary you get the inside 
story of what lies at the heart of any collection, including what goes 
into a fi eldworker’s notebook. Of course there are fi eldworkers who 
work with a strict plan of investigation, which is what the granting 
agencies insist they manifest before they even go into the fi eld. The 
notebooks of such investigators are devices to eliminate chance as well 
as that  magic- encyclopedia effect beloved by Benjamin, who insisted 
that the best way to know a city was to get lost in it. I can imagine the 
success this methodology would receive from the National Science 
Foundation and others reviewing students’ grant applications.

Let us pause to consider the fi rst thing anthropology graduate stu-
dents I know are taught about grant writing, which is never to write 
in the fi rst person. Invariably the application strides center stage, the 
applicant becoming a phantom. Invariably the application begins not 
with “I wish to study . . . ,” but with “This project is aimed at . . .” In 
one stroke anything subjective is not so much erased as it is disguised 
and distorted by this language. The entire procedure is dishonest be-
cause fi eldwork is essentially based on personal experience and on 
storytelling and not on the model of laboratory protocols. With the 
repression of subjectivity goes the repression of chance effects too. 
Written in the third person and passive tone, “This project is aimed 
at . . . ,” everything is nailed down, and there will be few surprises up-
setting this little apple cart. But then the laboratory thing is a charade, 
anyway, a ritual in which few believe—which makes it dishonest in an 
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especially insidious way, that of a “public secret,” like the emperor’s 
new clothes.

Because fi eldwork is actually based on personal experience and on storytell-
ing and not on the model of laboratory protocols. Try to imagine the scene of 
the anthropologist in the fi eld talking with someone about something. 
For example, myself talking with a labor contractor or a cook in the 
plantation fi elds about men who are said to make a pact with the devil 
to cut more cane than they can without such a pact—so the story goes. 
The conversation is likely to dwell on things heard and overheard, on 
the vagaries of people and their lives in concrete detail, and it’s likely 
to tease the point with still another story. It is hard to imagine any 
such “fact” outside of its story. But what happens next is betrayal. The 
story is lost in its conversion to “information” or, worse still, to “data,” 
these being the stepping stones toward the holy grail of the General 
and of the Abstract, that beloved X- ray way of Knowing raised on the 
shoulders of sensuous immediacy. Much of anthropology, certainly 
most that is funded, thus turns out to be telling other people’s stories 
without realizing that’s what you are doing, and telling them badly, 
very badly indeed—because, like drawings, such stories are seen as 
mere steps toward the Greater Truth of the Abstraction. This is why 
the fi eldworker’s notebook, with at least one foot in the art of sensuous 
immediacy, is so valuable as an alternate form of knowledge to what 
eventually gets into print.

And personal experience? What of the role of experience and experi-
ences in fi eldwork, given the contingences coursing through life and 
even more through fi eldwork (if only we would see it), as with William 
Burroughs in 1965 telling Paris Review’s Conrad Knickerbocker what 
he sees at stake with his cut- up method (imagine him as an anthro-
pologist, a subject he briefl y studied, he says, as a graduate student at 
Harvard):

I was sitting in a lunchroom in New York having my doughnuts and cof-
fee. I was thinking that one does feel a little boxed in New York, like liv-
ing in a series of boxes. I looked out the window and there was this great 
big Yale [mover’s] truck. That’s cut- up—a juxtaposition of what’s hap-
pening and what you’re thinking of. I make this a practice when I walk 
down the street. I’ll say, when I got to here I saw that sign; I was thinking 
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this, and when I return to the house I’ll type this up. Some of this mate-
rial I use and some I don’t. I literally have thousands of pages of notes 
here, raw, and I keep a diary as well. In a sense it’s traveling in time.

Most people don’t see what’s going on around them. That’s my prin-
cipal message to writers: for God’s sake, keep your eyes open. Notice 
what’s going on around you.2

Being “subjective” like this implies being extremely “objective” and 
alert—indeed hyperalert. Keep your eyes open.

Then there is the question of time that automatically lends to the 
fi eldwork diary a cut- up character. We see this vividly with the jux-
taposition Burroughs presents of what is happening, put side by side 
with what you are thinking. More generally a diary eschews theory 
and entails an order of time that lies outside of narrative time struc-
tured by a beginning, middle, and an end. Precisely because its order 
is as remorseless as the rising and the setting of the sun, the diary frees 
up things. Or else it contains sporadic entries “when the moment 
seizes you,” which form a daisy chain.

A diary is anarchic as regards the supposed laws of history. We con-
struct a chronology of events. But we leave open the question as to 
what it is that connects those events. Later on someone with a low de-
gree of tolerance for uncertainty may tie them together so as to con-
struct the one big picture, but that’s not the genius of the diary form, 
which maintains a wily tension between order and disorder, as does 
social life itself and all that’s important.

What is more, time in a fi eldworker’s diary is oddly recursive. It 
moves ahead like a train, day by day or one entry to the next—that’s 
for sure—but when we read and reread our diary, we are bound to an-
other time that, like Proust’s memoire involontaire, unexpectedly opens 
onto new worlds when two slabs of time, two quite separate moments 
of time, are for one reason or another juxtaposed. What makes a fi eld-
work diary unique is its property of combining these distinct types of 
time, the forward propulsion of day- succeeding- day chronology, com-
bined with the sudden back- looping of connections that come about 
with reading and rereading the diary entries. A diary is certainly not an 
inert entity. It is a slumbering repository awaiting the lightning glance 
of its rereading, like the hibernating bear that one fi ne day in spring 
will awake with a start to a faster and larger rhythm of life. This back- 
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looping is by no means a smooth ride. It is more a staccato of connec-
tions made abruptly between different times, plus a back and forth 
between action and its afterthought. Let me explain.

We so often act without knowing why. Later we cast a backward 
glance and look for a reason. Events beg for commentary, if not judg-
ment. Your fi eldwork notebook or diary is likely to bring forth and 
hold both these moments suspended in  tension- fi lled antitheses.

These recursive movements of afterthought are themselves, I be-
lieve, the result of what Walter Benjamin claims to be the collector’s 
deepest desire—to renew the old world—a desire that can be achieved 
by taking something from one context and adding it to another, such 
as the story of the devil in the cane fi elds of western Colombia, added 
by me to what I take to be capitalist commonsense in advanced econ-
omies where assumptions about the market suddenly seem strange 
when held up to the mirror of supernatural ideas involving the Prince 
of Darkness.

However, it is not only that the old world—my world before I got 
to the cane fi elds of western Colombia—has become renewed but 
that it has become seen by me and therefore, I hope, by my readers in 
a fundamentally new and enthralling way. That of course can amount 
to a renewal because this new way of seeing is the beginning of a new 
way of understanding one’s understanding. This strikes me as some-
thing more powerful than a new or different idea. It is a communica-
tion from “the other side.” It is a gift to the “old world,” medicine for 
rethinking reality, more than an idea because it tears away at the edi-
fi ce of thought and assumptions that allowed me to navigate my world 
until then. It has this wonderfully enlivening destructive quality. It is 
not—most defi nitely not—accumulation or part of one of those en-
dearing upward “learning curves” I fi rst heard about in the USA. Nor 
is it part of “learning from one’s mistakes.” Rather it is to begin the 
labor of cosmogenesis all over again from a different starting point.

The quality of new thought differs in other ways as well. It is highly 
physical, and theatrical. It is something that happened and continues 
to happen in your language and memories involving real people talk-
ing about other people in situ in the heat of the fi elds, the waving of 
the hands, the confi dential tone, the clanging of pots and pans, the 
mystery and the banality and the dust and the deftness.

As I said, it is not so much a fact as a story, and not only a story but a 



52  C H A P T E R  F I V E

gift to the “old world” that, like all gifts, demands a return. The devil 
story is actually a story told to capitalism, which initiated the condi-
tions of its telling, awaiting the outsider in the shape of myself, a young, 
ignorant, bighearted galumph, to hand it over to a wider audience.

There is another gift- giving as well, working in the opposite direc-
tion, as with the account of local history focused on the immediate 
postslavery period after 1851 that Anna Rubbo and I published in 
1975 in Spanish in Colombia for an audience largely of landless la-
borers and peasants in the area of fi eldwork.3 Based on oral history 
as well as luck in the state archive in Popayán, then under the direc-
torship of don Diego Castrillón de Arboleda—descendant of one of 
the largest  slave- owning families—the second half of the nineteenth 
century was excavated, that being the time when a free, prosperous, 
and rambunctious ex- slave peasantry existed along the rivers, free of 
state and landlord control, so very different to the appalling situation 
developing apace in 1975.

Gift meets gift. A circle. The insiders tell the outsider of the devil in 
the cane fi elds, and the outsider sees capitalist reality differently from 
then on. Then the outsider tells the insiders the stirring tale of the 
nineteenth century. Thus in both directions, moving out and moving 
in, a process of renewal was set into motion.

This certainly speaks to what (some) anthropologists do, because 
the “fi eld,” as in “fi eldwork,” is actually a meeting place of worlds, an 
interzone consisting of fi eldworker and fi eld creating therein a col-
lage or intertext. The anthropologist is not presenting a picture of 
another reality so much as inhabiting a switchback by which one real-
ity is pictured in terms of the other, which, in turn, provides a picture 
of that which pictures it!

So, what about drawings in a fi eldwork diary? Are they the pauses, 
the occasional moments of still life where the writing hesitates be-
tween documentation and meditation? Are they the pauses connected 
to those moments when Proust’s memoire involontaire unexpectedly 
opens onto new worlds when two slabs of time, two quite separate 
moments of time, are for one reason or another juxtaposed? Is that the 
privileged moment where words are likely to give way to images? If 
so, that would help explain the curious tension in the drawing I Swear 
I Saw This, an image caught in the recursive movement of time, fi rst 
the words, then the drawing days later, such that words are converted 
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into a caption as if all along they had been waiting to be completed 
that way.

Thus the drawing stands in contrast to a symbol, which is an image 
so perfectly adjusted to time that it becomes timeless and is appreci-
ated on that count. But images that inhabit time—the recursive time 
of rereading—are historical, in a peculiar way. Being recursive, they 
fl ow with time yet also arrest it. Action and its afterthought. They are 
allegories, punched out of time, waiting. The allegory is called “the 
state of emergency” in which history merges into setting. Chronol-
ogy is grasped and analyzed in a spatial image, as with the tunnels and 
freeways of modernity, at once mythic and profane, to create what 
Walter Benjamin, thinking of the baroque, referred to as a “petrifi ed, 
primordial landscape” that could be summed up not only in a death’s 
head but by a man juggling fi re at the stoplight, or a woman sewing a 
man into a bag by the mouth of a tunnel.4
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In 1976 Brion Gysin spoke into Terry Wilson’s squeaky tape recorder, 
recalling the method of composition used by his writer friend William 
Burroughs in the cold Paris spring of 1958 when Naked Lunch was 
coming together. Burroughs had brought a trunkload of pages over 
from Tangier and was going off heroin, a disturbing state at best. Be-
cause his pages were never numbered, Burroughs would thrash around 
“in an ectoplasmic cloud of smoke,” whining “Am I an octopus” as he 
sorted “through shoals of typescript with all tentacles waving in the 
undersea atmosphere.” At the same time he would rant through the 
roles of his favorite fi ctional characters, such as Dr. Benway and hun-
dreds of others he did not have time to “ram through the typewriter.”1 
Could the historical connection between the “routines” and cut- ups, 
theater and chance, be any clearer?

“It’s part of the method of ‘dowsing things out,’” continued Gysin, 
with Burroughs “sort of humming a little tune (chuckling) with his 
mouth closed, and down his nose he’s singing: Yahe- e- e- pinta- a- a- r 
(laughing).”2

Yagé pinta is the refrain you hear when taking the hallucinogen yagé 
with a Putumayo shaman in Colombia, as did Burroughs outside of 
Mocoa in 1953. It is like a command, “Paint yagé!” Or “Let the yagé 
paint!” But it is not the shaman singing so much as the yagé spir-
its themselves, singing through the shaman. What’s more, the song 
is largely wordless—just what Burroughs and Gysin wanted, as ex-
pressed in their motto “Rub Out the Word.” And here he is looking 
in his suitcase of pages of words for the pages and sequences of pages 
that will do just that while singing this song lifted out—should I say 

6
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cut out?—of the rain- forested foothills of the Andes, a long way from 
room 25 or room 15 in the Beat Hotel.

“And this,” continues Gysin, “the piece that he was looking for—
or, an even better one—he has drawn up out of the mess that presents 
itself—so he pins it down and there he’s got his, his piece or his book 
eventually.”3 Thus the cut- up method was used on Naked Lunch with-
out “the author’s full awareness of the method he was using” and the 
“juxtaposition of the sections was determined by the order in which 
the material went to the printer.”4

Yet there could be an enormous investment in precision as well, Py-
thagorean in its magical adherence to permutations and grids. Always 
but always it was the high- tension mix and standoff between chance 
and the iron laws of fate—precisely what goes into sorcery.

A scrapbook owes much to the play of chance in the dialectic of order 
and disorder and can be thought of as not only the visual performance 
of chance but as a tool of chance, provoking unexpected memories and 
furtive connections reaching into the unknown. “What a resource for 
research!” you say. And you are right. Close cousin to a West African 
diviner’s cowries, tarot cards, or a diviner’s wheel, the scrapbook page 
is an instrument of divination. It is a site where fate settles, similar to 
certain valleys, outcrops of stones, or mountain passes, said to be pro-
pitious places for consulting the gods.

Antonin Artaud felt this strongly as he passed weirdly shaped giant 
rocks on horseback to take peyote with the Tarahumara Indians in 
northern Mexico. That was in 1936 when he was trying to get off her-
oin, an occasion, according to Burroughs, when a person “is subject to 
the emotional excesses of a child or adolescent.”5 He should know.

“The land of the Tarahumara,” Artaud famously begins, “is full of 
signs, shapes, and natural effi gies which do not seem to be mere prod-
ucts of accident, as if the gods, whose presence here is everywhere felt, 
had wished to signify their powers through these strange signatures in 
which the human form is hunted down from every side.”6

There are accidents so accidental they must be the work of the gods.
I myself have a heavy  ochre- colored fossil that sits by my keyboard 

in upstate New York. It is the size of a clenched fi st, with symmetrical 
grooving spiraling into one side. I found it by chance in the valley of 
Ráquira in the high mountains of Boyacá in Colombia many years 
ago. Elizabeth  Reichel- Dolmatoff told me her father told her that 
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before the Spanish invasion this valley was—as I recall—“shamanic.” 
If anyone knew, it would have been him. It certainly felt wonderful 
being there in Ráquira, and now I have my own “scrapbook,” my own 
collage, consisting of these memories, this fossil, my keyboard, and, 
beyond that, my desk and window opening onto the river rushing over 
the rapids with the pines beyond, the blue louvered wooden shutter 
banging open and shut against the window with the wind. Proust gave 
a name to this wind opening and shutting. He called it the memoire 
involontaire. But let us not be too seduced by the mysteries of memory 
and the pastness of the past, for what this wind opens are new insights 
into the nature of things.

A fi eldworker’s notebook has something of this  banging- shutter ac-
tion too, although we don’t usually see it that way. What would happen 
if we did? The materials in such a book are deliberately sought out, it is 
true. They are the reward of hard labor, it is true. Yet much is owed to 
chance as well. Not only does chance pervade the notebook, but cer-
tain moments of chance are formative of entire projects and paradigm 
shifts. These we celebrate as “discoveries” like Columbus “discover-
ing” the New World on his way to what he thought was India. What 
a discovery!

Carl Lumholtz, Unknown Mexico (London: Dover, 1987 [1902]), 1:145



Carl Lumholtz, Unknown Mexico (London: Dover, 1987 [1902]), 1:159
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In my own work, perhaps better thought of as my own life, I can 
think of discoveries like this that came about through chance. I think 
of the hard work I have done and even more of all the waiting and 
boredom as not exactly irrelevant but as nothing more than a neces-
sary prelude for chance to show its hand. The way I see it, a plan of 
research is little more than an excuse for the real thing to come along, 
in much the same way as the anthropologist Victor Turner described 
the value of writing down kinship diagrams as largely an excuse to 
stop falling asleep on the job and provide a situation in which the real 
stuff got a chance to emerge.7

As for that real stuff, there is no doubt that contingency provokes 
eye- opening back and forth, as when Laura Bohannan was asked by 
some Tiv people in Nigeria to tell them a story in the rainy season, 
which is when people are cooped up in their homes, and so she pro-
ceeded to relate Shakespeare’s Hamlet, which was what she was read-
ing at the time.8 What followed was remarkable. The curious listeners 
became inquisitors. Hearing Hamlet through Tiv understandings of 
ghosts, witchcraft, death, marriage, remarriage, and inheritance meant 
not only displacing a European point of view. It meant that through 
chance, being asked to tell this story of Hamlet, she  stumbled onto the 
most marvelous manner of illuminating one society in terms of another. 
Each moment of misunderstanding—or should I say  understanding—
as regards witchcraft or remarriage, for example, was a fruitful mo-
ment of contingency, opening a universe.9

Standing back from the scene of the storytelling itself, let us not 
overlook the play of chance in bringing this about: the fact of the 
rainy season, when people sit around and drink beer and tell stories as 
the swamps rise; the fact that Laura Bohannan, born and raised in the 
United States, had been given a copy of Hamlet in Oxford to take to 
Africa by a snooty Brit who said that Americans could not understand 
Shakespeare; the fact that with the rains she spent time alone in her 
hut reading Hamlet; and most of all the fact that the elders demanded 
she tell them a story, seeing as how they had told her so many. We 
who come later and from far away can read all these facts as links in a 
chain of cause and effect in a deterministic universe. Such an intricate 
weave of events plied one on top of the other must be what we mean 
by “fate,” yet fate seems far removed from the mechanical world of 
cause and effect, for “fate” implies mystery. Are we not forced to ad-
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mit that the concatenation of events around this Hamlet was a chance 
operation, like throwing two sixes with dice?

“The fi eld was, as it were, alive and always changing, there was 
always something new to be learnt,” writes Daisy Tan in her PhD dis-
sertation concerning her fi eldwork in a farmer’s market in  inner- city 
London.10 I take this remark as testimony not only to the chance ef-
fect, but to the life- endowing qualities of that effect. “The fi eld was, 
as it were, alive . . .” Here “the fi eld” rightfully assumes its fetish sta-
tus—a thing, become alive and always changing—even more than the 
fi eldwork notebook and thanks to the fi eldwork notebook.

Could it be that of all the different factors that go into granting 
the fi eld the life of a fetish, it is chance that is most crucial? There are 
countless instances of chance discoveries in her daily work behind the 
counter where she sells apples, strawberries, and gooseberries fresh 
from the farm in Kent, where they are picked by Polish immigrants 
who work cheap. It seems like wherever she turns, the unexpected 
throws her a curveball. Like William Seward Burroughs, her eyes are 
wide open.

So much for the play of chance in the minutiae of fi eldwork, yet 
chance determines entire projects too. How many times is an anthro-
pologist asked, Oh! Why did you go to Colombia, or Brazil, or Fiji, 
or the University of Glasgow hospital? And the answer is inevitably 
crazy and generally a good story, a story of chance.

In June 1966 a friend casually tossed the morning newspaper, La 
Republica, to Daniella Gandolfo in a café in Lima, Peru. She was in 
Lima, her hometown, as a graduate student in the anthropology pro-
gram of Columbia University, New York, to carry out research on 
the history of the city of Lima. On the front page was a photograph 
of a  middle- aged woman street cleaner who had taken off her blouse 
to reveal her breasts when confronting the police in a workers’ rights 
demonstration. The police backed off.

On seeing this photograph by chance, Daniella writes: “Then, it was 
as if the entire course of Lima’s 460- year history had been abruptly ar-
rested in the street sweeper’s image, turned inside out and eviscerated 
into a moment of the city’s prehistory . . . In retrospect, the moment 
I laid eyes on the image of the street sweeper, the still forming idea I 
had for an ethnography of Lima took a drastic and irrevocable turn.”11 
She also points out that the writing in the fi eldwork diary is itself 



C H A P T E R  S I X   61

prone to chance, nay, it is the prized  chance- catcher in worlds made 
of the unexpected.

And let’s not even get started on the role of chance and accident 
in writing the book from the notebook. This is far too complex and 
subtle. Like fi eldwork, no one can teach it or even describe the rough 
outlines. You pick up a stray book, open it, start to read, and bang! 
There is a launching pad. You stare out the window for ages or at the 
blank wall, and bang! There’s another launching pad. Or else a stray 
remark overheard, a blurred refl ection in a shop window, whatever, 
the sparks fl y. Or they don’t, as with the sludge called “writer’s block,” 
which resists all and every attempt at cure. I recall the story of M. N. 
Srinivas, who lost his fi eldnotes to fi re in Palo Alto, California, on 
April 24, 1970—there’s the accident, there’s the precise date contain-
ing it—so he went on to write a delightful book, The Remembered Vil-
lage, pretty much from memory. Could he have written a book if his 
notes were intact? After all, he had taken  twenty- three years to even 
get to the point where he was sitting down to write when his notes 
went up in fl ames. A strange story indeed. He had three copies of his 
notes on his desk. Why? Three! And the notes in question were not 
really the original notes. Those were back in Delhi, safe and sound. 
So what were these notes that went up in smoke? As I said, let’s not 
even get started on the role of chance and accident in writing.

As for my own voyage of discovery, which began with something 
safe and dull, compiling maps and fi gures on the history of land tenure 
in the southern Cauca Valley in Colombia, I was later shook from stem 
to stern in 1971 by the cooks who took me out to the cane fi elds. Busy 
with their pots and pans, one let drop a stray remark from the corner 
of her mouth about contracts with the devil that some cane cutters 
were said to be making so as cut more cane and get more money, even 
though, as I found out later, this would render the land thus worked 
infertile and the money could be used to purchase only so- called lux-
ury goods like butter or sunglasses. It could not be used to purchase 
anything deemed productive, such as a plot of land to cultivate or an 
animal to fatten for market. The land would not yield and the animal 
would die. But there were no such stories about peasants working their 
own land. In other words, the devil was active in selling what Marx 
called “labor- power” as a commodity, but was not active when one 
still had a claim to means of production, which in this situation meant 



62  C H A P T E R  S I X

land. What is more, the peasant plots, consisting of trees, were free of 
chemicals and irrigation and required little labor, while the plantations 
denuded the land, required heavy inputs of weedkillers, fertilizers, 
and pesticides, as well as irrigation and much labor until  labor- saving 
machinery was imported with generous government subsidies for the 
vast estates. Thus these wages of the devil cast fascinating light on the 
meaning of money and of the new types of labor in relation to nature 
and indeed to life, to living forms and their reproduction, to what 
today we call ecology.

This chance remark by the cooks out in the cane fi elds completely 
upset my planned research or, better put, destroyed it only to resurrect 
it on a more original plane of thought, where Marx’s idea of the fetish 
of commodities, largely neglected until then in the  Enlgish- speaking 
world, came into play. I had found a new world.

Another chance remark—or was it fate?—occurred a year later 
when I was with two peasant union organizers, Alfredo Cortés and Luís 
Carlos Mina, both farmers themselves, descendants of slaves brought 
from Africa. On scrawny ponies we rode up a spur of the Cordillera 
Occidental in southern Colombia to ask Indian serfs if they would 
volunteer labor and lumber to construct a meeting hall for the newly 
created peasant union in the market town of Santander de Quilichao 
in the valley below (Quilichao is said to have been the local Indian 
name, which translated to “land of gold”). To do this we had fi rst to 
get permission from their patrón, a hardworking wiry guy named Zu-
ñiga who, sizing me up, a young stranger with a medical degree and 
interested in history, started to tell me of the worrying illness from 
which he suffered—stomach pains and insomnia—which drove him 
to travel by bus way south along the cordillera past the colonial city of 
Popayán, through the baking hot Patía Valley, up along the cold moun-
tains to the gray whispering city of Pasto not far from the border with 
Ecuador, stay the night, then take another bus snaking its way down 
the hairpin bends of the almost vertical mountainsides to the forests 
of the lowlands, where he would stay a week or longer with an Indian 
who would heal him using hallucinogenic medicines. Only later in dis-
cussion with Cortés and Mina on our return trip down the mountain, 
feet braced in the stirrups, did I realize that this illness was thought to 
be due to sorcery, something about which at that time I knew nothing. 
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A week later, in the market town, talking with some of his serfs who 
had a few drinks under their belts, I asked, “The patrón thinks he’s 
ensorcelled. Who would be doing that?” With a grin lighting up his 
face and those of his companions, one responded, “Why! Los mismos 
compadres!” (Why! His very own serfs!)

A universe fell into my lap. There was no pressing reason for me to 
have gone up the cordillera with Cortés and Mina. I was Mina’s friend. 
We did things together (and still do, forty years later). I was mad 
eager for the peasant’s union to succeed, but that was not a reason to 
join them on this trip. It was more like I had time to kill and, as a resi-
dent of the monotonous fl atlands of the valley, I was envious of those 
mountains. I so wanted to climb up there and lose myself in their blue 
haze. Moreover it was sheer accident that Zuñiga and I had gotten 
into conversation and that he had divulged the story of his journeys 
to the “ends of the earth” to seek a cure and spiritual armor from an 
Indian in the forest, and—here’s the rub, as I was now hearing from 
my accidental encounter with the serfs in the crowded market—he 
was doing this so that he could withstand the sorcery he feared that 
his serfs, out of envy, were using to kill him. He was doing this so that 
he could continue to keep on top of them. But by the same token, so 
long as he imagined they had the power to ensorcell him, did not they, 
too, have power? The wheel kept turning over and over again. Zuñiga 
could keep on exploiting his serfs only so long as he had recourse to 
those other, supposedly more magically powerful Indians far away in 
the forested foothills of the Andes stretching into the Amazon basin. 
It was all in everybody’s imagination, this magical expression of class 
warfare in the high Andes, and it made the role of that mind- bending 
medicine, whose name I later found to be yagé, to be of irresistible 
interest. I too had to go to the “ends of the earth” to experience this 
strange drug and talk with the medicine men who administered it. 
I had stumbled into a recapitulation of the forces unleashed by the 
Spanish conquest, with its attributions of magical power to the subal-
tern castes of Indians and African slaves, constituting today a webwork 
of magic spread across the land, encompassing high mountains, val-
leys, the Amazonian forests on the eastern escarpments of the Andes, 
and the sugarcane plantations in the interior. The healing journey of 
Zuñiga gives vivid expression to the ripple of deferral along a chain of 
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racial fantasies, opening the Marxist chestnut of “class consciousness” 
to broader understandings of history’s strange machinations as well as 
those of the human soul. And of course there are my own journeys to 
contend with as well.

Thanks to chance I had hit upon ideas and practices way beyond 
anything I could have imagined reading books in the reading room of 
the British Museum, where Marx had labored, or talking to my long-
haired revolutionary friends in London, who no doubt would be called 
terrorists today. It was a moment of discovery made all the more poi-
gnant because it seems to confront head- on everything that is strange 
about chance itself. Let me put it this way. Among the persons I have 
just mentioned, such as Zuñiga and his serfs, and to a lesser extent 
Mina and Cortés, when something strange happens, especially some-
thing bad, chances are it is because of sorcery. Regularities are not the 
result of sorcery, but chance events are. Regularities pertain to things of 
God. Sorcery pertains to cosas hechas, things done, meaning “manmade,” 
being a  heavy- tongued euphemism not only for sorcery, known as the 
malefi cium or malefi cio, but also indicative of just how dependent on eu-
phemism and indirection that world of sorcery is. (In the bureaucratic 
 English- speaking secular world today, weird and terrible accidents are 
sometimes referred to as “acts of god,” and not as sorcery, as when the 
limb of a tree in Central Park, New York City, fell and killed a child in 
2010. Believe it or not, this is a secular, legal term meant to absolve hu-
man beings from any crime, to my mind thus shifting the event from 
sorcery to God.)12

The sorcerer then is the embodiment not only of chance but of 
free will in a world otherwise regulated by the god(s). But the gods 
are notorious for their willfulness too. Read The Iliad. Nietzsche has 
an idea. He tells us that “There must never be lack of real novelty . . . 
The course of a completely deterministic world would have been pre-
dictable for the gods and they would have grown quickly weary of 
it—reason enough for those friends of the gods, the philosophers, not 
to infl ict such a deterministic world on their gods.”13 Hence in Co-
lombia, to use Burroughs’s terminology in the book he dedicated to 
Brion Gysin, the Magical Universe is pitted against that of the One-
 God Universe.14

Could we surmise, then, along with Burroughs and Gysin, that the 
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world of sorcery is close to the play of chance as we fi nd it in fi eldwork 
notebooks and in scrapbooks? Even the same?

Well, yes, and no! Yes, in that sorcery certainly puts the emphasis 
on the untoward, and the un- to- ward is very much the snakelike ac-
tion of chance in an unpredictable fi eld. But no, in that from the sor-
cery point of view there can be no such thing as pure chance. To talk 
sorcery talk, to allege and diagnose sorcery, is to put order into dis-
order and make a claim for a world in which there is no such thing as 
a chance event. The world of sorcery is an overdetermined universe. 
Even chance, when you track it down, turns out not to be chance but 
the result of deliberation, meaning the sorcerer’s machination. Back 
to my refl ection on Artaud’s journey to the land of the Taramuhara, 
and back to the limb falling on the child in Central Park: there are ac-
cidents so accidental they must be the work of the gods.

So where do we end up? What seems like chance, as opposed to order 
and system, turns out to fold itself back into the determined universe—
but then this determined universe is more magical than magic!

This is the most disturbing thing about the play of chance destabi-
lizing projects and making room for marvelous new ones. Like sorcery, 
chance entails fate, two sides of the one coin. This is why the diviner’s 
wheel that is the scrapbook invokes not only magic but fate. This seems 
to me to be the same as the play of faith and skepticism in magic, includ-
ing sorcery, and I dare say in religion too. It is a wonderful paradox that 
faith is at every step dogged by skepticism without which it cannot be. 
Hearken to E. E. Evans- Pritchard writing about the Azande people of 
central Africa in 1937: “Indeed, skepticism is included in the pattern 
of belief in witch doctors. Faith and skepticism are alike traditional.”15 
Inseparable from this mix of faith and skepticism is the human body as 
the great stage of operations on which misfortune and cure unfold. In 
a zigzag pattern traced back and forth between faith and skepticism, 
revelation and concealment, the mystery is revealed, only to become 
still more mysterious.16

This same shell game is present in the play of chance and fate in 
a scrapbook and in a fi eldwork notebook—and it must be why I am 
drawn to the action of enclosure and disclosure in the drawing I made 
of the bodies by the freeway, of the woman, if she is a woman, sewing 
the man, if he is a man, into a nylon bag. Her gesture goes further. She 
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seems to be sewing herself into the same bag she is sewing him into. 
The walls of the freeway enclose her and they enclose me too as I am 
sped into the tunnel in a telescoping series of encysted enclosings that 
test and tease the  fi gure- eight circuitry binding these bodies into trac-
eries of revelation and concealment. The drawing is not the product 
of chance, but of chance as the underside of fate.
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Had I unwittingly created a magical talisman, what those French 
surrealists such as George Bataille and Michel Leiris would call “sa-
cred”?1 What bravura! A bad drawing in a fi eldwork notebook? How 
could that qualify for something as profound as “the sacred”?

Taking exception to the idea that the Lascaux cave paintings were 
made for utilitarian reasons, such as to ensure success in the hunt, 
Georges Bataille asserts his surrealist pedigree in suggesting instead 
that the paintings access the marvelous in homage to something awe in-
spiring and “hot,” bearing on the spiritual kinship between people and 
the deer, bison, horses, and birds depicted. This would by no means ex-
clude the desire to kill or capture such animals, but that desire is woven 
into a relationship with nature and spirits in which trapping, killing, 
respect, and what we could call worship are one. Think of the Naskapi 
hunters in Newfoundland, for instance, as recorded in the 1920s by 
Frank Speck. When they killed an animal they would stretch it out on 
its back, lay a carrying sling on it, put tobacco in the animal’s mouth, 
and sit by it, smoking, for an hour or so. The animal, so we are told by 
Speck, who is himself not immune to serving up utilitarian explana-
tions, is honored in this way, its reincarnation abetted, and the spirit 
master of the animals reconciled. Sometimes the hunter would sing 
and dance around the body of the animal as well.2 This gets us close to 
John Berger drawing the face of his dead father, bringing it back to life, 
this same Berger who claims there is a deep kinship between drawing, 
song, and dance.

So here’s a thought. Can we think of my drawing of the people by 

7
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the mouth of the tunnel in this way too, as part of a barely conscious 
ritual—accidental, awkward, and solitary—that similarly strives to 
bear witness to the marvelous and bears a sacred charge? In our secu-
lar age, unlike Speck’s Naskapi, most of us are not likely to be aware of 
such a charge and lack the language appropriate to it, wading clumsily 
through the sterile semantics of modern psychology or a rhapsodic 
romanticism. Nor have we thought overmuch about the meaning of 
bearing witness. But like a fi sh leaping unexpectedly out of the sea, 
the image provides testimony to the need to offer testimony.

My drawing is motivated by a sense of wonder, by Bataille’s “mar-
velous,” same as the “marvelously real” that the Cuban writer Alejo 
Carpentier waved provocatively in front of the Parisian surrealists as 
the real deal, drawn from the magical traditions manifest in the slums 
and  poverty- stricken countryside of Haiti, although Carpentier failed 
to mention the poverty.3 For sure my drawing is an exclamation of 
surprise too, inspired by the “marvelous- real,” homage to a little bit 
of everyday hell.

And just as surely my drawing owes a good deal to the power of 
“sympathetic magic” set forth by Sir George James Frazer in a spe-
cifi c chapter in The Golden Bough concerning images found on magical 
charms in the ancient world and in the modern European colonies. It 
was Frazer’s contention that in making an image for magical purposes, 
the idea is that what is done to the image will be replicated in real life. 
Hence the “sympathy.” Actually this concept underlay his great work 
as a whole, purporting to explain the Dying God from Dionysus to 
Jesus as a mighty sympathy—a mighty magic—in synch with the pas-
sage of the seasons and hence with the crops and vegetation passing 
from the death of winter to the resurrection of spring. Yet despite his 
love of embellishment and fancy language, Frazer’s host of examples 
running over one hundred pages in the chapter on charms have little 
magic to them since he treats magic as an idea- based activity and not 
as ritual, which, instead of being based on ideas and their logic, is 
based on action, atmospheres, and all that goes into the mise- en- scène 
of theater, including the subtleties of light and sound, as Artaud in-
structs. Frazer thus fails and fails miserably to get “inside” the reality 
of the magic, especially the emotional reality, and treats the “sympa-
thy” more like a business negotiation, which is what drove Ludwig 
Wittgenstein mad in his blistering critique of what he identifi ed as 
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Frazer’s pointedly utilitarian view of magic as well as Frazer’s assump-
tion that we moderns neither possess nor need magic ourselves.4

In the opening pages of the extraordinary book Pedro Paramo, writ-
ten in the early 1950s by the Mexican Juan Rulfo, we early on fi nd 
the young narrator, fi ngering a dog- eared photograph of his recently 
deceased mother, who has sent him on a journey to hell, although he 
doesn’t know that is where he’s headed just yet.5 Instead he is walk-
ing in the heat with a mule driver through a barren, mountainous 
landscape in search of his father’s village, but once he gets there, as 
through an invisible portal, he will, without at fi rst realizing it, enter 
the land of the dead and the horrors with which they are associated. As 
he touches the photograph of his mother prior to entering the village, 
conscious of carrying out her last wishes and recalling her antipathy 
toward being photographed because a photograph is so useful to sor-
cery, he feels that the image is sweating, just as he is sweating. The im-
age is full of needle holes and over the heart (corazón) there is one big 
hole—big enough to fi t the middle fi nger (fi nger de corazón). And it is 
this image he intends to show his father, whom he has not seen since 
childhood and who, unbeknownst to him, is long since dead.

Fingering the hole- strewn photograph is the key moment taking 
us from the ordinary to the extraordinary world. We readers too will 
now enter into that hole through the heart in the image. In the case 
of my drawing, that heart is the cocoon into which the woman on the 
freeway by the tunnel is sewing the man.

There was no need, in my opinion, for Frazer to so determinedly 
yoke the magical power of mimicry to utility. It seems to me true, 
wonderful, and troubling that if you imitate something, you enter into 
its orbit and exchange something of its being with your own. But we 
cannot, and must not, attribute such magical thinking or what Freud 
called the belief in the omnipotence of thought to so- called primitive 
people but not to ourselves. Indeed, such an attribution is but an all 
too typical colonial example of projecting onto others what we want 
but dare not utter, what we truly believe, but must not. We have our 
taboos, too.

I myself cannot not believe in this sympathetic magic of mimicry. 
But it seems like every age brings forth new words to describe it. Or 
avoid it. Why is that? When I write I nearly always have this feeling 
of entering into what I am writing about. To read writing that circles 
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around images makes this feeling even stronger—as with Juan Rulfo’s 
image of the hole in the mother’s heart through which one’s heart 
fi nger can pass so as to enter the Other world. But it’s only an image, 
an image of an image.

So what might mimesis have to do with my drawing of the people 
by the tunnel and hence with witnessing? Is the drawing magical in 
terms of Frazer’s sympathetic magic, and if so, to what end? Surely it 
cannot be for a desire to have that which is depicted enter into the life 
of the artist? Is it perhaps like the picture with the hole in the corazón, 
through which we might enter into an enchanted world? Is it sacred in 
the sense of Bataille’s idea of recognizing the marvelous? Or is there 
perhaps an additional idea at work here to which these contrasting 
and complementary positions might point us?

For a long time I wanted to say that shock is the critical element 
here, and my reasoning went like this. My shock at seeing people lying 
by the tunnel required, consciously or unconsciously, an image that 
could be thought of as a way of absorbing the shock so as to get con-
trol over it, and here Frazer’s utilitarian approach to the sympathetic 
magic of mimesis comes to mind. Yet on top of that Frazer effect there 
exists the homage to the marvelous, providing the ritual setting—
albeit in a notebook—in which a little bit of everyday hell is given its 
due. Putting all this together amounts to witnessing.

What is important here is the sacred quality of horror. Not  stained- 
glass windows or rapturous images of saints. Rather their ruin. In the 
regions from which I report, this is everyday and everyday worse.

The real shock—if that is the word—now seems to me to be that 
we so easily accept scenes like the one of the people by the tunnel. 
In the blink of an eye they pass into oblivion. The real shock is their 
passing from horror to banality. The real shock is that fl eeting mo-
ment of awareness as to the normality of the abnormal, which, as with 
a wound, soon covers itself over with scar tissue. “Why do they choose 
this place?” I asked the driver. “Because it’s warm in the tunnel,” he 
replies. To witness, therefore, is that which refuses, if only for an in-
stant, to blink an eye.
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This everydayness of the monstrous—not the monstrous itself—is 
a complicated state of being that comes easily unstuck. Instead of a 
gradual process whereby we adapt to the weird and the horrifi c and 
treat it as normal, the normality of the abnormal is a tensed combina-
tion of opposites, a split consciousness that unexpectedly veers off into 
scary territory when you least expect it, such as when, for whatever 
strange concatenation of events, abject life hurls itself at you, and in 
wild disbelief you can only exclaim: I Swear I Saw This.

Why swear?
Is it to emphasize the unruly unbelievability of the sighting? Is it 

to emphasize that to witness is not just to have your eyes open at the 
right spot at the right time? What, after all, is the difference between 
seeing and witnessing. If I say that my drawing is an act of witness, 
what I mean to say is that it aspires to a certain gravity beyond the act 
of seeing with one’s own eyes. To witness, as opposed to see, is to be 
implicated in a process of judgment—even if the court before which 
one is called to bear witness is (how shall I put this?) imaginary, such 
that the mere act of seeing tilts the cosmos and deranges the eyeball. 
How shall I put this? The staid and stable act of perception separating 
a subject, like a lookout tower, from an object, like a specimen, found-
ers. The who am I? and the what is that? gets messed up because the 
fi eld implicating observer and observed has suddenly become a zone 
of trench warfare, putting extreme pressure on language—as opposed, 
say, to a drawing.

Why can’t language alone serve as testimony here? Why the draw-
ing? Is there some inevitable primitivism here that sidesteps language, 
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as when for example I invoke Lascaux and the Naskapi, and John 
Berger lumps together drawing, singing, and dance—our corporeal 
gang? And you might say, “Well, as a matter of fact, there is language. 
Look at the writing, I Swear I Saw This.” But then I can respond and 
say to you that it’s incantatory. That it’s at least halfway to poetry, lan-
guage with a difference, language halfway to wordless song, as with 
Burroughs singing yagé pinta while he rifl es through the scattered 
pages of writing in his suitcase. Is that primitivism too?

In thinking about the split consciousness of the normality of the 
abnormal, of the monstrous as an everyday part of everyday life, in 
Colombia, if not elsewhere, I am mindful of the everydayness of the 
miracle. For the miracle is by defi nition spectacularly unusual. Yet for 
people who—as we say—“believe in miracles,” such as the majority of 
the poor country people I know in Colombia, they are also part of life.

The miracle may be statistically rare, but it is not that which makes 
it normally abnormal and vice versa. Rather it is the sudden intrusion 
of the Other world into our mundane world that is here at issue. This 
same stroke of fate, this same tear in the fabric of reality, was set forth 
by Walter Benjamin in his essay on surrealism in which, in an attempt 
to curb the “New Age” type of occultism that he saw as tempting 
surrealism in the 1920s, he wrote of the need for a “dialectical op-
tic” that perceives the “everyday as impenetrable, the impenetrable 
as  everyday.”1

To what degree this handy formula frees us of the occult is ques-
tionable, for surely it is there hovering in the wings—as with retablos 
and ex- votos, these being paintings or small sculptures of body parts 
like arms or eyes or breasts made in Latin America that testify to a 
miracle like surviving an earthquake, being in a bus falling over a cliff, 
or incurring a fatal disease. As with Bataille’s suggestion regarding the 
Lascaux cave drawings, they come after the miracle. They give “voice” 
to the marvelous.

In the paintings, the scene is crudely drawn. An angel or saint may 
be pictured in the sky. A text within the frame explains the miracu-
lous salvation, and the resulting artwork is then hung in the church. 
All of which is pretty much what I have done in my notebook—the 
notebook of course being the equivalent of the church, which pres-
ents us with yet another paradox parallel to that of the miracle and of 
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the normality of the abnormal, the notebook being a work tool, yet 
something else as well.

It is not surprising then that Bataille puts play in the realm of the sa-
cred, as when he writes with regard to the Lascaux cave paintings that 
“the fullness and reality of the game man plays are consequences of 
his overstepping what is prohibited.”2 And that is how I regard draw-
ings such as mine in my notebook—as play, to be contrasted with the 
text, which is work. Such drawings have no place in the anthropolo-
gists’ canon. They are fun to do. They overstep. You are not meant to 
make silly drawings, let alone smoke and dance over the corpse. They 
are marginal at best, a retreat to childhood and therefore—from the 
perspective of Bataille—not merely products of caprice and inno-
cence, but likely to be deadly serious and in fact more serious—more 
sacred—than work could ever be.

Talking of miracles is pretty easy. There is a well- trodden path 
laid out for us. But what of the miracle that is, so to speak, negative, 
what the  Bataille- Kristeva crowd refers to as “abject horror” and such 
like, meaning yuck + fear, served up with attraction + repulsion? For, 
cringing in my abjectivity, this is how I think of the scene by the free-
way and of my obsession with it. As opposed to object, or subject, the 
abject is meant to suggest a bit of each glued together! I am stuck in the 
no- man’s- land of the people by the tunnel. Their space has become 
mine, and I am neither myself any more, nor am I an object.

And if it is perplexing to experience such a state, it is stranger still 
to express it—because the task is not only to express that which is, 
but also that which is not: what Bataille at one point described as “the 
apex of a thought whose end jumps the rails on which it is travelling.”3 
In other words, the incredulity of I Swear I Saw This.

In modern courts of law, to swear the oath is the rite that guarantees 
truth, whether this oath be taken on a holy book or not. To swear is 
that which stands outside truth so as to ensure it. To swear represents 
an Other source of truth that the factual truth requires. For years 
George W. Bush’s White House aides refused to testify under oath to 
the U.S. Senate Judiciary Committee as part of its investigation into 
the politicization of the Justice Department under Alberto Gonzales. 
To lie under oath is a criminal offense. The aides were prepared to 
testify, but not under oath. And this in our grandly secular age! The 
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aides would not declare I Swear I Saw This. They strenuously refused, 
and this had the makings of a huge fi ght about executive privilege.

But to swear also means to utter bad language, foul language that 
bears the potential to magically hurt the person, thing, or event at 
whom or at which it is directed. This was the earlier meaning of the 
curse as magically empowered, fl ipside of the oath.

In his book on free slaves from the United States escaped to Can-
ada, Brion Gysin describes the animosity of Irish migrants toward 
the blacks in the 1830s. Schools had been set up for Negro children 
by Laura Haviland, who had to pass by the shanties of the Irish, who 
would curse her. “And a most thorough business of it they made,” she 
says, “beginning with the ground I walked on, they would curse the 
nails of my shoes and their laces, enumerating every article I wore and 
ending with my immortal soul and the hair on my head.”4

How these two meanings combine—the truth swear and the curs-
ing swear—how they partake of the same magical power is a puzzle, 
something we perform every day without a thought. Perhaps it goes 
like this, that to lie under oath about one’s witnessing would be to 
have the swearing turn on the swearer as curse? All this reposes deep 
in our language, older times and older beliefs embedded in current 
ways. “A whole mythology is deposited in our language.”5

Yet what I mean by the power of witnessing is outside of any court 
of law. The witnessing effect I have in mind—as with my drawing of 
the people by the tunnel—is somehow naked, shorn of support other 
than itself.

Okay, what does this mean, “shorn of support other than itself”? To 
whom or what are you swearing when you write “I Swear I Saw This”? 
That is the fundamental question.
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To whom are you writing?
Around 1995 in a sugar plantation town in Colombia, I tried to heal 

someone from sorcery. My patient, whom I had known since she was 
three years old, was the adorably eccentric  seventeen- year- old daugh-
ter of a cane cutter who had migrated to this town from the jungles of 
the far- off Chocó adjoining Panama in the 1960s, and subsequently 
left on his own for Venezuela around 1980. Over the past six months 
the girl had grown listless, stopped eating, and nothing could shake 
her out of her despondency. Her mother was frantic, fearing that a 
neighbor had bewitched her as revenge, the neighbor being of the 
opinion that the mother had killed her daughter by magical means 
in childbirth.

Faltering in self- confi dence as I sang over my patient, I found my-
self drifting in my mind over the mountains down into the foothills 
on the Amazon side of the Andes, where, for two to four weeks, year 
after year for three decades, I had accompanied my friend Santiago 
Mutumabjoy as he cured people of sorcery with his singing and hallu-
cinogenic medicine. In a manner never made clear to me, this curing 
involved spirits such as the spirits of the medicine, the spirits of the 
forest, and the spirits of the river.

I heard my singing tremble, and felt my self- confi dence drain away. 
I thought to myself that in order to keep singing and pull this off I 
would have to be able to conjure these spirits too, or if not them at least 
the people far away on the other side of the mountains in the forest 
who, as far as I can tell, do believe in spirits. So I sang and envisioned, 
in my mind’s eye, at least, and was able to fi nish what I had set out to 
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do. Did the spirits ensure the song, or was it the song that brought the 
spirits into being?

Much later, in 2008, an undergraduate student at Columbia Univer-
sity, Celine Sparrow, told me that when she sings with her a capella 
group she fi nds that she imagines an object or a scene. Does the image 
precede the sound, or vice versa? She is not sure. The crucial thing is 
that that image and sound interact so that the body of the singer syn-
chronizes with the song and the sound is given a body. For a series of la 
la las in one song, she imagines a sailboat on the ocean. The waves be-
come increasingly turbulent, then calm down. For another song, about 
war in Ireland, one image that comes to her concerns the content, and 
another image concerns the sound. For the bass notes, which is what 
she sings, doom dee da deedee doom dee da da, she sees in her mind the 
footsteps of the soldiers on an empty battlefi eld after bloody combat. 
True to her name, Sparrow signed off her email with a “tweet.”1

Such imaging seems to me and to her to be a way of allowing the 
body to carry out complex maneuvers unconsciously. What I call the 
“bodily unconscious” requires a critical degree of consciousness, but 
not too much, as that would derange the fi nely calibrated autonomic-
ity of the body—breathing, shape of the soft palate, positioning of the 
vocal cords, tone of the sound, rhythm, timing, and so on.2

Here’s the crux: it is the image that allows the body to be straddled 
by a barely conscious consciousness. And that is a small—everyday—
miracle. One that provides the song with a body. This seems to me to 
shed light on spirits as much as on my drawing of the people by the 
tunnel.

When I sang my curing song, I had dodged the question as to 
whether spirits exist by substituting real people for them in my imagi-
nation, real people who do believe or seem to believe in them, but for 
whom I suspect they remain nevertheless more half- real than real, if I 
may put it this way, just as do Sparrow’s images. The spirits may actually 
be seen by my friends of the forest—indigenous or poor colonists—
when taking hallucinogens in  sorcery- laden atmospheres, but then a 
lot of other strange things are seen as well, quite apart from spirits, and 
under these conditions seeing is not like it used to be anyway.

Seeing here is special. More like witnessing. What is more, seeing here 
cannot be separated from singing and is inherently  world- changing as 
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well. Spirits thus seem more like ways of touching the ineffable edge 
to life and more like storytelling than discrete things in themselves, 
just as singing casts a shadow quite different to speaking.

When I had fi nished and gone back to where I was staying, I tried, 
days later, to write about this in my fi eldwork diary, but it was diffi -
cult. I found myself struggling with the questions about what a diary 
is and to whom one is writing when one writes in a diary, and I found 
I had to discard the obvious answers as self- deceptive. For example, 
you do not “write for yourself” because there is always a bigger “you” 
than yourself, a “you” of many readers looking over your shoulder. Or 
else the “you” has become quite another you, in fact many versions 
of yourself shifting around like lost souls desperate for a warm body. 
And it is just as obvious that this other audience, this invisible, ephem-
eral, audience looking over your shoulder as “you” write, is there in 
every writer’s imagination, no matter what they are writing, fi ction or 
nonfi ction or a fi eldwork diary.

In this dilemma I hit upon a novel idea. Might not that invisible 
audience reading over your shoulder as you write in your notebook 
belong to that same phantom world of spirits I was singing to when 
trying to cure the young woman in the plantation town? Here was a 
happy coincidence indeed; precisely because I was having such a diffi -
cult time trying to write in my notebook about what had just transpired 
with spirits or spiritlike entities, I hit upon a solution to the question 
“For whom does one write?” The spirits! Yes! All writers are writing 
for the spirits, especially when writing a diary.

Of course, spirits can get in the way, too, as every writer knows 
when blocked and fl ummoxed due to spiritual bad temper or envy. 
Then the writer has to summon other spirits and all manner of tricks 
to deal with the roadblock. Sylvia Plath made it a habit to consult the 
I Ching before writing so as to minimize such blocks. Other writers go 
for a walk, make coffee, consult their email, whatever, or else perform 
elaborate preventive measures like those male writers who wear suits 
when writing and lock themselves away in the basement like hermits. 
I have seashells I picked up from the high- tide mark on the beach at 
Seal Rocks just north of Newcastle on the east coast of my native Aus-
tralia that I place close to my keyboard, as well as a hefty fossil from 
Colombia and my hard- of- hearing cat named Norman. Gifted Cher-
okee dancers hold a mirror while dancing in order to ward off envious 
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spirits, Jimmie Durham once told me, so perhaps I will add a mirror or 
two, because you can’t be too careful.

In place of a  person- to- person psychology, writing would seem to 
involve a  writer- spirit- reader reality in which things—from the I Ching 
and tarot cards to seashells, fossils, and good old Norman himself—
play the role of humanlike spirits, whom we writers use as much as we 
are used by. In my fi eld, most writers use a spirit they call “theory,” a 
very powerful spirit indeed, usually with a French or German name. 
But this can be dangerous, like a pact with the devil, and only practi-
tioners experienced with such pacts should do this.

Sometimes the spirits such as Sparrow’s boat sailing through the 
waves are one’s assistants. I am not only singing to them but with them 
as my spirit helpers who then carry the song to its perfection across 
the waves, thereby allowing all manner of beings their freedom some-
where between the bodily unconscious and the bodily unconscious of 
the world. Other times they get in the way, but either way they are 
there dancing and implicated.

So this is my conclusion: could it be that when one belatedly scribbles 
in red pencil in one’s diary I Swear I Saw This that one is actually con-
juring spirits—just as I was doing when singing my curing song? And 
try this one too: might what I witnessed in Medellin be the spirits of 
modernity—spirits of the freeway, spirits of the dark tunnel, and the 
fi re- dealing spirit of the crossroads?

This seems ridiculous and worse than sketchy, thus situating real 
people in desperate circumstance. Yet the equation endures, perhaps 
because in those very circumstances of dread and danger real people 
emanate a spiritlike character that affects us all. In which case, bearing 
witness, as with my sketch, is to hail these same spirits, an acknowl-
edgment from a faceless passerby as to the charge they put into the 
world.

Or try this: it’s not that they are spirits, half- real at best, but that 
they become spirits when traduced into a drawing in a fi eldwork note-
book, heartland of the fetish.
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To cure, I invoked not spirits but pictures in my head of people that 
I believed believed in spirits. In my mind a whole movie was reeling 
out, here in the hot, treeless town of cramped little houses and ma-
rauding gangs surrounded by sugarcane plantations. But there, cov-
ered with blue haze, were the mountains, and as I got closer (in my 
mind, you understand) ruffl ed forests gave way to white cactus- like 
frailejon dotting the peat bogs of the cold paramos  twelve- thousand- feet 
high on deserted plateaus. The path wound onward, tilting down steep 
slopes and ravines to pause at the faces of friends and acquaintances, 
Indians and poor colonists, men and women, leaning forward, faces, 
their faces, catching the light, faces of people far more at home with 
spirits than I was, and that was good enough for me to keep going 
with my wordless song. Me, a man out of his depth and off course, 
whichever way you look at it. Not a drawer. Not a singer. What good 
be such a man?

Spirits, pictures, and song. It is to this combination of spirit with 
image via song that I am drawn when I think about my picture of the 
woman sewing the man into the nylon bag by the freeway tunnel in 
Medellin. Being drawn to draw, equivalent to singing, is what makes 
the difference between seeing and witnessing.

I need to work this strangeness—this combination of spirit with 
image via song—into my understandings of drawing, recalling John 
Berger’s notion that “drawing is as fundamental to the energy which 
makes us human as singing and dancing.”1 Drawing, he said, has 
something that painting, sculpture, videos, and installations, lack—
corporeality.2

10
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On this account, drawing integrates with particular power what 
Friedrich Nietzsche saw as distinct yet combined ways of being in the 
world. On one side we fi nd that half- man, half- woman, that wine-
 sodden dancing stranger in our midst. This is the side of Dionysus, the 
lover of song and music and dance. On the other side, that of Apollo, 
god of form and boundaries, there is visual art, including sculpture. 
Dionysus wants us to live within the image and vice versa, have the im-
age take us over, body fi rst, such that the Self dissolves into a thousand 
selves that know little distinction between body and mind, conscious 
and unconscious, individual and collective. Apollo, however, wants 
distance. Apollo wants image, held at arm’s length away from the body, 
a feast for the eyes but not the mouth, shoring up the enclosed and 
stable entity we today in the West call our Self.

The question, however, is whether what we call “image” as op-
posed to body, this realm of Apollo as opposed to Dionysus, can be so 
neatly delineated? While much can be said about this problem, what 
is important to me is what happens in the act of drawing or in the act 
of looking at a drawing and how that relates to thinking and acting 
in the world, for if drawing is corporeal, it must be the mediator par 
excellence between body and image, and looking at a drawing must 
have some of this as well.

Thanks to song and wine, the Dionysian character dissolves into 
the world to become its polymorphous magical substance imitating 
anything and everything for the sheer love of mimicry and love of 
mimetic excess. Through imitation such a being enters the body of 
another being, such that the world “has a coloring, a causality, and a 
velocity quite different from those of the world of the plastic artist and 
epic poet,” writes Nietzsche in The Birth of Tragedy.3

But he then adds that this entering into bodies and hence into what 
I call the body of the world is achieved by seeing oneself surrounded by im-
ages or something like images, which he calls spirits—a “host of spirits”—
such that hand in hand with the madness and the ecstasy there are 
visions.

In other words, it is true that Apollo might seem to limp behind 
lived experience so as to record it in pictures. Yet is he not busy in 
the very heart of the action, where images we call spirits surround us, 
where the visions come and go in the ex stasis of ecstasy? For the ab-
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solutely crucial thing is that Apollo provides the picture that the song 
needs so that the person off course can stay the course.

The interactive process between image and song that I am now 
equating with drawing must be stupendously relevant for the shamans 
I got to know in the Putumayo River basin of Colombia who drink a 
hallucinogen known as yagé and then dispense it to a small group of en-
sorcelled persons, singing a wordless song in stops and starts the night 
long. The interaction between image and song is especially relevant, 
because while the healer succumbs to the intense bodily experiences of 
the hallucinogenic medicine, dancing in and out of bodies, so to speak, 
dissolving selfhood, he remains “on top” with a critical consciousness 
so as to attend to the people being cured, many of whom are in desper-
ate shape when the yagé takes full effect. It is my distinct impression, 
in fact, that the more desperate the situation, the more people are 
wasted and freaking out, the more the shaman drinks and the more he 
becomes intoxicated so as to handle the situation. At those times, the 
singing is likely to be ascendant and strong, fi ghting the tempest, and 
there may be fi erce dancing, as I recall with four young Kofán shamans 
on the Guamuéz River in 2007 near Santa Rosa. In their rubber boots 
stamping on the raised, swaying fl oor of split planks, they were singing 
and dancing in unison, big men with huge shoulders like linebackers 
for Ohio State,  crazy- sounding yet Oh! so gentle.

But it is not only image and song that thus interact along the edge of 
consciousness. For there is also what we could call the theater of exte-
rior and interior spaces within which the image and song occur; a the-
ater of fear, with its sense of stepping into the unknown, the personal 
dissolution, the staging with the copal incense burning, the fl ickering 
light and shadows leaping from a candle stuck by a dusty Catholic icon 
accompanied by nausea, vomiting, and shitting, giving way to fl oating 
calm, the body turning tricks on itself as images cascade and selves 
telescope out of other selves. In 1975 I wrote of my experience.

The candlelight creates shapes of a new world, animal forms and menac-
ing. The lower half of my body disappears. I learn to use dissociation as 
an advantage, as a way of escaping the horror. I am not the person being 
got at; rather I am the disembodied face- presence calmly peering in and 
watching this other and unimportant me. I watch my other self, safely 
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now. But then this second me, this objective and detached observer, suc-
cumbs too, and I have to dissociate into a third and then a fourth as the 
relation between my- selves breaks, creating an almost infi nite series of 
fl uttering mirrors of watching selves and feeling others.4

Were ever Dionysus and Apollo more at war with one another than 
here? Or more entwined? The struggle to maintain the self breaks 
apart, and then again and again in a world of strange creatures come 
from lands of fear and laughter larded with storytelling, dreams, and 
the shaman’s song. Everything is porous. You yourself, reality, and the 
night itself, broken into countless stops and starts. Now and again the 
shaman plays a melody on an old mouth organ he got from someone 
in the U.S. Peace Corps. Other times someone with a lot of experi-
ence with yagé will start to hum too. The hammocks creak. The cold 
wind comes through the cracks in the plank walls. A dog stirs. At Sal-
vador’s place in 1975 deep in the forest by the Guamuéz River, tribu-
tary of the Putumayo, there was just a thatch roof without walls, and 
you could hear and almost see the monkeys high in the canopy of the 
forest as Salvador served each of us yagé by the glow of a small fi re.

Can the image be separated out from this ephemera of fl icker and 
shadow and the body gone mad? Can it be separated from the sing-
ing, the entire Dionysian conspiracy of medicines used to massage 
the body in the curing at dawn as the wind whips off the river in the 
valley below and the cocks crow? Let me not forget other medicines 
like agua fresca to calm someone freaking out, the brandy drunk, the 
alcohol rubbed on the body, and the brutal nettles of the fl eshy ortiga 
plant whipped across the naked back raising welts when a person feels 
particularly beleaguered and pleads for this treatment.

And then there is the dying, passing through nausea and paranoia 
into the space of death, where the journey really begins and all sorts of 
possibilities—and disasters—may occur. This is present in the draw-
ings that emerge from the yagé experience, like the ex- votos and reta-
blos I mentioned earlier, bearing witness to the normal abnormal that 
is the miracle, that impenetrability of the everyday blended with the 
everydayness of the miracle.

When young Bosco drew for me the yagé vision that most appalled 
him, I was struck by the way he spoke as if seeing was making real in 
the midst of his fear of sorcery. At times his language seemed quite 
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distorted, seeing seeing, sort of thing. But this language is accurate 
enough. Here is what this  fourteen- year- old boy, son of a white peas-
ant colonist, drew for me in an uninebriated state in the lowlands of 
the Putumayo region of Colombia around the small town of Mocoa 
in the early 1980s.

“Why do you take yagé?” I asked. And Bosco responded, saying 
you take yagé to see who is doing sorcery against you, to . . . clarify the 
situation, and at the same time (my emphasis) to cure yourself.

Seeing what is going on alters what’s going on, at least in the yagé-
 infl ected,  sorcery- saturated world of being. The keyword used is pinta, 
as in painting, which I take to be the same as witnessing.

Bosco describes the pinta he drew at my request a year or so later:

I saw a man making what we call brujerías [sorcery] in our farm. He 
wanted to see all our cattle dead and us begging for alms. He wanted to 
see us like I was seeing. Later I saw my father, and his bad friends wanted 
to see him as a sorcerer like him. Then I saw my father in his underpants 

The Sorcerer, by Juan Bosco
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with a tail [like the devil] in the form of a chain, and his body naked. I 
saw that. The others said that was how they wanted to see him. And they 
laughed when they saw that I saw that. They said they wanted to take 
him away . . .

Later on Sister Carmela [a white spirit healer from the city of Pasto 
in the highlands] also said that the man I saw doing sorcery was the 
sorcerer. She hears that from the spirits, and with them she can cure. 
She calls the spirits . . . like Tomás Becerra [a dead Indian shaman of the 
Putumayo lowlands who was the fi rst to give Bosco’s father yagé to drink 
when he came as a youngster to the lowlands].

Later on taking yagé, I saw my father curing the farm. The drunken-
ness of the yagé caught me and took me there. I thought I was going to 
suffer too. Then I saw my father converting himself into a dove, and in 
the yagé I saw Sister Carmela and my uncle Antonio dressed in white 
cleaning the farm.5

The actual drawing he made for me has a striking form and is quite 
different from the narrative above. It can be seen as the storyboard 
for a movie that he related like this: the top left is of an evil highland 
Indian, the epitome of sorcery in the eyes of non- Indians; the top 
right presents Bosco’s family farm with sorcery substance inside of a 
rotting tree stump; and the bottom left is of the sorcerer, a white man, 
holding in his hand the sorcery substance, the capacho, made of bones 
and dust found in the cemetery.

Then there is the casual, everyday way Bosco refers to spirits when 
he describes Sister Carmela conjuring spirits—such as the dead In-
dian shaman, Tomás Becerra—from whom she hears what is going on 
in the murky worlds of sorcery, betrayal, and the spirits of the dead.

Carmela once laid her shaking hands on my supine body in a dark-
ened,  second- story room in the mountains in the sad, quiet city of 
Pasto. Possessed by the spirit of a dead Venezuelan doctor, José Gre-
gorio Hernández, speaking in a gruff male voice, she set about curing 
me. There was no song here, no hallucinogens, and no humor or sto-
rytelling. It was sheer belief and the unnerving energy of her trembling 
body. Yet she too combines Apollo and Dionysus, does she not? Her 
body is a fi restorm of tremulousness. Dionysus vibrato. But it is the 
Apollonian accent on the image of the spirit of the dead that pro-
vides the trigger, fi rst of the good doctor from Caracas, José Gregorio 
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Hernández, immaculate in his dark suit and homburg hat, and then 
of other spirits of dead healers, like the Indian shaman from the low-
lands of the Putumayo, Tomás Becerra.

In Carmela’s art, the image possesses her body so as to cure sick 
people. In Bosco’s art of the image, he is both inside and outside the 
image, a moving image, at that. This enclosure in the image is what 
will allow—if this is your fear, if this is your aim—the image to change 
what it is an image of.

Then there is Bosco’s father, a wiry peasant colonist who senses, 
like everyone else in the Putumayo, that he is surrounded by envious 
neighbors who are likely to ensorcell him. What he loves is to take 
yagé with his inseparable companion, one of the great Indian shamans 
whom he one day found collapsed and dying in his home. “You sing, 
don José, you sing,” croaked the shaman. “Aren’t you always sing-
ing and curing, hidden under your poncho in the dark when we take 
yagé?”

Okay, so I got busy with my medicines and then the chuma [the drunk-
enness of yagé ] caught everyone and it was terrible! His son- in- law was 
crying, “Don José please come and cure me because I am dying.” I bent 
over him and exorcised, cleaning and sweeping and sucking . . . and 
then I worked on don Santiago until three in the morning and then he 
began to revive, to speak again, “Ya ha ha,” and he would whistle and 
scream . . . He also saw the cemetery, all of it. “Avé María,” he said, 
“dead people putrefying everywhere,” he said. Others in agony about to 
die. The whole house a graveyard. Avé María.6

Yagé inserts you into “the scene of the crime” as picture. There per-
haps you can cure, which is what Bosco’s father is trying to do in his 
mental picture, being put into the unexpected position of curing his 
mentor, an Indian shaman—such a personage being the very source of 
magical power as conceived of in longstanding colonial fantasy about 
Indians of the forest. Both men could see the graveyard beckoning. 
Bosco’s father saved the situation, thanks to his ability to move into 
the picture. But for the Indian shaman, the power of yagé to open you 
to the world and move into image had proven destructive. The power 
of yagé that allows you to see and to heal as much as to sing, be wise, 
and play the fool, also makes you vulnerable to attacks by other sha-
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mans envious of your powers. That is why at times its gets to be too 
much. Then the chuma is overwhelming. Bosco’s father continued:

A terribly strong chuma caught me up. Virgen Santisima! I felt I was dy-
ing . . . what exhaustion, what terror! So much so that I had no idea what 
to do . . . I was on my farm [i.e., he could see a picture of his farm]. I 
knew who was doing this evil to me. At that moment I grabbed alcohol 
and my medicines and massaged myself with them. I wafted incense. I 
lit a cigar. I caught the incense. Its fragrance made me cough. I conjured 
it in the name of God. Thus one cures . . . And it was a pretty picture 
curing myself, no?7

Years after Bosco’s father told me this story I took yagé with him 
and the shaman in question, Santiago Mutumbajoy. A couple of days 
later I made the following drawing in my notebook. They were both 
singing and beating time with their curing fans of dried leaves as I sat, 
so abject, rigid, and mute, on the fl oor between them. Their songs 
 criss- crossed. Bosco’s father’s singing sounded like Catholic church 
music. It was melodic yet plaintive with high- pitched sadness. There 
was screeching and crying. I knew that his wife was slowly dying. 
Santiago’s singing, on the other hand, was bold, somewhere between 
speech and the wind and the  belly- shuddering frogs shaking the rain 
forest. As I looked up from where I was sitting on the fl oor, Bosco’s 
father became all face, and the face changed from that of a white 
man to that of a stone statue I had seen in the mountains in San Au-
gustín just north of here, made before Europeans came to the New 
World.

Was this one of the faces I saw years later when I was trying to cure 
the young woman in the town by the sugarcane fi elds and I conjured 
in my imagination people who believed in spirits? Like me, a white 
man transforming into a shaman, an Indian shaman, fl oating above 
us, a wild and desperate angel.

Bosco’s sick mother, a white woman come down twenty years ago 
from the highlands, tremulous, cheeks drawn, paralysis setting in due 
to some mysterious illness, could barely speak. Sometimes she be-
came possessed, she said, by the spirit of a young lover who died long 
ago in a truck crash. When he came, he sat on her right shoulder. In 
her querulous voice, she told me he looked like a gringo, and her gaze 
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settled uncomfortably on me. Not for her, the taking of yagé with 
Indians whom, by and large, she detested and feared. She invoked the 
spirit of Tomás Huamanga, whom she described as a Venezuelan who 
died 350 years ago. She was very precise and then she showed me a 
photograph of this spirit. What a surprise! It was a picture of a local 
Indian!

Subject to many generations of Xeroxing, this photograph now 
hovers, so it seems to me, midway between a photograph and a draw-
ing. Indeed I fi nd I cannot tell whether the “photograph” she put in 
my hand was not originally a drawing. How spooky the image is, as if 
repeated copying has brought out its spiritual power. With this eerie 
image, she has no need of yagé! Poised between photograph and draw-
ing, the image itself creates a yagé effect. If ever I had to make an image 
of a spirit, this would be it. No need for spirit photography. Just the 

A wild and desperate angel
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Xerox machine and life at the edge of the jungle. Again and again, cop-
ies of copies, until the fl at image becomes something ethereal, looking 
more like some exotic fruit about to peel off its many strands of being. 
And if we could see succeeding generations of copies made after this 
one, they would give way to intimations of substance, like the dust of 
dirt and bones in the cemetery awaiting a sorcerer to make a capacho 
like the one you see in the hands of the sorcerer in Bosco’s drawing, 
 lower- left side.

The face of the Indian in Bosco’s mother’s photograph is solemn 
and determined. What is being looked at so fi xedly? Something we 
cannot see. It must be of the same light and shadow that condenses on 
the face, striations of darkness caught briefl y on the bead necklace and 
on a solitary plantain leaf, wide and luscious, in the background.

Not only is this woman dying, but worse than dying, nobody knows 
the cause of her illness. In her trembling and in her dying and in her 
mystery she clutches at an image on its way to disappearance. As the 
image fades, so will she.

The image I drew of the people by the freeway is also one of suspen-
sion in time and of disappearance. The woman—if she is a woman—
is busy sewing the man into a bag, her hand poised over both him and 
herself as if she too will be enclosed, self- enclosed, and will eventually 
disappear. The two of them lie at the mouth of the tunnel, neither 

Bosco’s mother’s image (Rosario’s image)



C H A P T E R  T E N   89

inside nor outside, just as they lie half in and half out of the bag that 
will, in all likelihood, be their shroud.

This threshold involves the same alternating current moving inside 
and outside as I have described for yagé- inspired healing images, and 
this is surely as intimately connected to the seeing seeing that Juan 
Bosco talked about, which, so it seems to me, is also a doubt, a doubt-
ing seeing, an hallucinogenic seeing, a seeing that doubts itself, so 
strange is the perception, a seeing that doubles itself such as my draw-
ing of the people by the freeway.

If the art is right, then this sort of seeing stands a good chance of shak-
ing off the sorcery that will otherwise take all from you and eventually 
fi nish you off. Perhaps the fear of that is even worse. Put otherwise, 
I am tempted to say that my drawing of the people by the tunnel is a 
visual equivalent of the healing I attempted in the sugarcane plantation 
town. And in this regard it seems to me relevant that six months be-
fore I drew my drawing of the people by the freeway tunnel, I was tak-
ing yagé with those dancing Kofan shamans shaking the bamboo fl oor, 
reactivating three decades of yagé- taking with Santiago Mutumbajoy. 
Thus in the notebook, after the words I Swear I Saw This had been writ-
ten down, the drawing got drawn as if I needed not only to swear to the 
veracity—this did happen, this is truth—but needed to make an image 
so as to double the act of seeing with one’s own eyes, because what I saw 
was more like an illusion. Doubting makes for doubling. Doubling the 
image through drawing, stroke by stroke, erasure by erasure, amounts 
to a laborious seeing. Eye and memory are painstakingly exercised or 
at least exercised in new ways. History is repeated in slow motion and 
the clumsiness of the artist actually adds to this seeing seeing, by which 
I mean to include as question the relationship between seeing and wit-
nessing, which then transforms into something like Walter Benjamin’s 
quickening heartbeat of the jetztseit—time of the standstill, time of the 
threshold—when an image surfaces at a moment of danger and just as 
quickly disappears if not seized. Like his Angel of History, which once 
upon a time was a little hunchback haunting the pages of a child’s nurs-
ery rhyme book, our fl atfooted fi eldworking artist stares at the disaster 
growing ever higher as his taxi pulls him into the space of death, where 
little can be seen other than the movement of light and fumes.
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For a long time after I was introduced to the world of yagé in 1972, I 
thought about something I got to call “the space of death.” It helped 
me make sense of my yagé experience, blending personal worlds with 
a large historical view of the European conquest of the New World 
bringing into juxtaposition the spirit underworlds of Africa, Spain, 
and the Indians, with each group attributing power to the spirits of the 
Other, very much including the magic and sorcery entailed therein. 
This refl ected my experience in the southwest of Colombia mixing 
with blacks, whites, and Indians, and listening to their stories about the 
powerful magic each other was supposed to possess.1

For me the space of death was a space of transgression, more like a 
time out of time in which anything could happen and catch you by sur-
prise. As I fi gure it, this space of death allows for unworldly visitations 
and interior journeys, as by shamans with their hallucinogens, but it 
also occurs when terror strikes or the world falls apart, as with disease 
and tragedy and everyday states of emergency—such as being sewn 
into a nylon bag near the mouth of a freeway tunnel. Then, no shaman 
is necessary. The space is charged, “shamanic,” one might say, all on 
its own. The deadest, which means the most alive, layers of this space 
of death are not innocent death but deaths due to what could be called 
the Conquest, the Ongoing Conquest, ongoing to the present day with 
the dislocation of people from the hinterlands by paramilitaries so as 
to make way fi rst for cattle and bananas, and now cocaine plus African 
palm and sugarcane grown on lands often acquired through spectacu-
lar violence so as to provide biofuel for motor vehicles roaring into the 
mouth of the tunnel of what is blandly called “development,” the last 

11



92  C H A P T E R  E L E V E N

writhing of the Great Experiment. At one point Benjamin referred to 
capitalism as a “phenomenon in which a new  dream- fi lled sleep came 
over Europe, and, through it, a reactivation of mythic forces.”2 That 
certainly includes the space of death, the image of the people by the 
tunnel being exactly that—a reactivation of mythic force.

Some time has passed since I last drank yagé, but the kick it gives to 
the visual imagination lingers. I fall back on images of the late 1980s, 
high on the sandy banks of an oxbow lake looped out of the Putumayo 
River ten miles upstream from Puerto Asís. I see the house perched on 
stilts, open to the forest behind and the lake below, smooth pitch black. 
The night is pitch black too. A solitary light glows on an upturned ca-
noe on which men sit, quietly smoking. Poverty lines the faces of the 
women, aged way beyond their years. There is despair in their eyes. But 
they joke and laugh. Even the woman in the bright red dress, La Pola, 

La Pola
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with her grotesque abdominal swelling and her stick arms and legs, 
would smile. I drew her from memory days later in my notebook.

Yesterday—some  twenty- fi ve years after this night by the lake—I 
was shocked to come across the following photograph of La Pola in 
between two colonist women. Looking at it, I feel despair like a knife 
puncturing my soul. What I want to say is that this too is yagé, the won-
derful world of wonders that is yagé that hipsters now swallow in Brook-
lyn and Amsterdam, and yes! it may be holy, and yes! it may be uplifting, 
but it is sad and desperate beyond words as well, this world of the poor 
colonist in which today yagé is sought out to perform its miracles.

Here the photograph speaks to me more than the drawing, perhaps 
because I had not seen it in  twenty- fi ve years and it brought the scene 
back in a rush. But the complementarity is noteworthy too, for the 
photograph is real in the ways photographs are, while the drawing is 
an accentuation of that reality. The drawing pulls out a feature—that 
grotesquely swollen stomach that rightfully would have the sick per-
son in a hospital bed—and adds to it that vigilant, frightened eye sus-
pended by those crazy stick feet like those of a bird. This is the person, 
or rather the persona that sticks in my mind, as much an archetype as 
the  fl esh- and- blood person rendered by the photograph.

Invited by these ailing colonist women, the shaman lay in a ham-
mock. He was old and had come a long way by road and river and for-
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est paths with me as his companion. We drank yagé and waited. Nausea 
acquired shapes. It grew cold.

The shaman chuckled, then started singing, curing a baby held in 
his lap in the darkness with its mother close by. There was a sigh. A 
body fell. We shrieked. La Pola had collapsed. She lay with only the 
whites of her eyes showing, to all appearances dead, a moaning tent-
like mass feebly waving spidery arms and legs.

For hours she lay between life and death. Women wrapped in shawls 
went out of the hut down the ladder into the mist rising from the 
black lake, and then they would ascend back up again like the spirits 
of purgatory—ánimas solas—wandering, wailing ghosts.

The shaman’s song wailed too, pulling us into the  fl esh- and- blood 
land of the living, away from the space of death into which the same song 
had tipped us. But we were on an insane roll, lost in the darkness of the 
lake and the rising mist through which these hooded women emerged 
and descended. At every step La Pola’s moans threatened to outdo 
the song. Only our faces emerged from the mist—those same faces I 
saw in my mind years later while attempting to cure a young woman 
in a plantation town—faces leaning forward, faces catching the light, 
faces of people far more at home with spirits than I was, and that was 
good enough for me to keep going with my wordless song that would 
later become my wordless drawing of the people by the freeway.
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Walter Benjamin was interested in hallucinatory experience too. In 
fact much of his writing has a hallucinatory tug to it, for example in 
his fastidious eye for details, in each one of which, as with William 
Blake’s grain of sand, lies a universe. This mode of perception is en-
larged upon in his hashish trances, in which he speaks fulsomely of 
reality as “ornament” involving the consciousness of having suddenly 
penetrated “that most hidden, generally most inaccessible world of 
surfaces,” such as occurs in childhood or with a fever.1 Character-
ized by multivalence and plurality of confi guration, Benjamin assured 
his “shaman,” Dr. Frankel, that “Ornaments are colonies of spirits.”2 
Yet it was most especially language that Benjamin kept hallucinating 
about. Taking hashish, words kept piling themselves into his visions, 
playing with each other, severing syllables in orgies of autodecon-
struction, sending out wildly unexpected but beautiful associations. 
Words, or rather wordplay, were his pictures. These he called constel-
lations, a tribute to his abiding passion for astrology and for what he 
called “the doctrine of the similar.”

In his memoir, “Berlin Childhood around 1900,” Benjamin re-
calls how, as a kid, he would sometimes unintentionally distort words 
without intending to—a common enough childhood experience, and 
one that Michel Leiris makes much of in his essay “The Sacred in 
Everyday Life.” But Benjamin extends and explores such distortion 
in remarkable directions. “If in this way I distorted both myself and 
the world,” he writes, “I did only what I had to do to gain a foothold 
in life. Early on, I learned to disguise myself in words, which really 
were clouds. The gift of perceiving similarities is, in fact, nothing 

12
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but a weak remnant of the old compulsion to become similar and to 
behave mimetically. In me, however, this compulsion acted through 
words.”3

“I’d like to write something,” he said while taking hashish in 1931, 
“that comes from things the way wine comes from grapes.”4 From this 
it was but a short step to the most audacious mimetic power of all, the 
magic tricks Benjamin dubbed dialectical images, images that incubate 
history in their midst, containing a before and a now that, when com-
bined, can make for “a Messianic cessation of happening, or, put dif-
ferently, a revolutionary chance in the fi ght for the oppressed past.”5

What characterizes the dialectical image is its sudden appearance 
and equally sudden disappearance, hence the need to grasp it before 
it disappears if we are to get close to the utopian promise of the Mes-
sianic return. Could it be that neither we nor the image on its own are 
quite up to the task? Could it be that what is required is ritual in which, 
as with yagé, bodies, both human and nonhuman, are activated?

There seems to me no doubt that Benjamin’s idea of the dialectical 
image was an idea that understood pictures as blended with the hu-
man body as well as with language. Here we verge on the incantatory 
language of I Swear I Saw This, where language enters the body of 
the world. The “long- sought image sphere” he claims in his essay on 
surrealism, is “the best room” in the world of “universal and integral 
actualities.” It is the sphere, “in a word, in which political materialism 
and physical nature share the inner man . . . the sphere of images and, 
more concretely, of bodies.”6 And what makes for revolution—re-
member, this is 1928 Western Europe—what will fulfi ll the transcen-
dence of reality prescribed by The Communist Manifesto, as he puts it,
 is the interpenetration of body with image.

Is this why I am so fond of the image of him lying catatonic on the 
fl oor? Here he lies stiller than still, our great champion of the body—
under the infl uence of hashish, closely observed by his cousin Egon 
Wissing, who is taking notes. Benjamin is talking about toys and col-
ored pictures meant for children. He sees a fi eld roller with its handle 
hidden deeply in grain. Pulled by goblins, this fi eld roller is ripening 
the seed. He has his left arm raised in the air with the index fi nger pok-
ing up, for at least an hour. An hour! The hand masks itself, he explains. 
It is covered with glazed paper in different colors. The arm is a lookout 
tower, or rather an “insight tower.” Images go in and they go out.7
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Like Bosco, Benjamin not only acted out his hallucinated images but 
made drawings of them. And what strange drawings they are! There 
were words in cursive script forming alliterative sentences such as 
“Sheep my little sleep sheep” repeated several times with slight varia-
tions so as to form a shape like a halo or an ear. There were words 
forming a title, “Veritable sorceresses,” repeated four times with dif-
fering accentuation of the letters. And there are two rough sketches 
that could be called fi gurative. One is called “Protected /  forbidden bird,” 
the other, “Frog making a survey.” (The frog brings to mind Benja-
min’s fi st and index fi nger emitting images from the “insight tower.”)

What the words indicate to me is what Benjamin referred to as 
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nonsensuous correspondences. Think back to his wish “I’d like to write 
something that comes from things the way wine comes from grapes” 
as an example of such a correspondence. After all, as a child in Berlin 
he had had to distort both himself and the world to gain a foothold 
in life and did so by disguising himself in words, which were really 
clouds. Later in life there was hashish, which accelerated the compul-
sion to perceive similarities, and that to the extent of becoming similar, 
in this case through the medium of written words.8 Hence what we 
see in Benjamin’s hallucinatory drawings is the transition from grapes 
to wine in graceful arabesques.
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If we proceed further along this chain from words to images, we are 
in for a surprise because what mediates this transition are spirits. The 
fi rst words Benjamin (our great materialist) ever wrote down about his 
hashish experiences are: “Spirits hover (vignette style) over my right 
shoulder. Coldness in that shoulder.” While a page later he notes: “Af-
terward, in the café with Hessel, a brief farewell to the spirit world.”9

The images come and go with terrifi c speed—similar in their daz-
zling ephemerality to the coming and going of images he later wrote 
about in 1940 in his desperate “Theses on the Philosophy of History.” 

Frog making a survey



100  C H A P T E R  T W E L V E

These theses on the occult meaning of history were his last writing, 
claiming the spirit power upon which Marxism, unbeknownst to it-
self, depended.

Repeatedly in the theses Benjamin alluded to the coming of the 
Messiah in the struggle against fascism, while Bosco and his father 
speak of undoing sorcery, also by means of an image that fl ashes forth 
at a moment of danger. “Each to his own,” you mutter. Yet surely Ben-
jamin’s version is intellectually and, for that matter, morally superior, 
because he brings the theory of history (that great God word) to the 
perceptions of hashish intoxication. But does not sorcery go straight 
to the marrow?

Like fi eldwork, to imbibe hashish means to travel to parts unknown 
accompanied more often than not by a feeling of anguish that one 
cannot communicate the experience without compromising it. Let 
us recall the mute “insight tower” emitting and receiving images, the 
body stretched out on the fl oor, left arm held high with its index fi n-
ger pointing for an hour. What on earth is this fi nger pointing to?

This is where the fi eldwork diary no less than Benjamin’s drawings 
and bodily gestures come into their own because of the way they hold 
the communicable in fruitful tension with the incommunicable. As 
I have been at pains to point out earlier, the fi eldwork diary is built 
upon a sense of failure—a foreboding sense that the writing is always 
inadequate to the experience it records. Nevertheless, on rereading 
by its author, the diary has the potential to bring forth a shadow text 
that can simulate the experience that gave birth to the diary entry, 
not only for what is said, but more likely for what is omitted yet ex-
ists in gestures between the words. This Barthes called the “role of 
the Phantom, of the Shadow.”10 In other words, the diary is likely to 
contain these distinct modes of experience that we can call “explicit” 
and “implicit.” The explicit is the more tedious, hardworking attempt 
to dutifully copy what went on. It belongs to homo faber, the world of 
work. Barthes hates this property of the diary.

But the implicit mode? That is another story altogether. It is geared 
toward atmosphere and imagery, where and when spaces between 
words are mined by gesture. This belongs to homo ludens, the world of 
play, and it is toward this world, thanks to hashish, that the catatonic 
man lying on his back point us.
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Here I think of two friends of mine in the Putumayo River basin 
in southwest Colombia, the Indian shaman I have referred to, and his 
old friend Florencio, an  Ingano-  and  Spanish- speaking Indian who, 
like the shaman, was an avid taker of yagé. While the shaman rarely 
spoke, if at all, of his yagé experiences, Florencio, who always wanted 
to become a healer but never did, spoke a great deal and beautifully 
about his. It was as if between them there existed this division of mys-
tical or at least poetic labor: the person who could see but not speak 
required the person who could speak but not see, and by “see,” I mean 
that special vision that allows the shaman to mystically pass on his vi-
sion to the sick person without having to say anything.

It was Florencio who told me of his experience accompanying a healer 
who was trying to cure a woman sick with headaches. They drank yagé. 
First he saw angels coming from the sky with  lightning- bolt crystals in 
their hands to press on his tongue—so he would speak well—and into 
his chest—so he would be of pure heart—and then how the angels in 
a fl ash changed into wild birds strutting around and eventually fi lling 
the room—“pure birds,” the room was the essence of birds—and then 
the birds in a fl ash changed into another painting—as he put it, otra 
pinta—this time of soldiers of the Colombian army dressed in gold and 
dancing like Indian shamans, who themselves are said to dance like the 
spirits of yagé.

These images, Florencio says, were wordlessly passed on to him by 
the healer in the altered mental state—the chuma—of yagé. Florencio 
struggled to climb out of his hammock and join in dancing with the 
soldiers. But he was unable. “Seeing that, you cure?” he asked the sha-
man, who replied, “Yes amigo, seeing that, you cure.”

 This division of hallucinogenic labor between the vocally express-
ible and inexpressible, between the patient and the healer, between 
the one who speaks but cannot “see,” and the one who “sees” but can-
not, or will not, speak, parallels what goes on with the fi eldworker’s 
diary. To whom does one write when one writes a diary? That is the 
question motivating me throughout this inquiry. What does it mean 
to say I Swear I Saw This? Florencio stands to the  image- generating 
shaman as the fi eldworker’s diary does to the fi eldworker’s experience. 
It is Florencio, who cannot see, who gives voice to the mute envision-
ing of the shaman. This provides a model of text- image interchange 
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suggesting why I feel the need to draw in my notebook, mysteriously 
reenacting that  healer- patient visual interchange. What my drawing 
of the people by the tunnel brings out, I feel, is one of the more acute 
moments when this twofold, generative character of complementary 
opposites expresses itself as an act bearing witness.

Struggling to get out of his hammock to dance with the dancing 
soldiers dressed in gold, the guy who cannot see suddenly gets it.

“Seeing that, you cure?” he asks.
 Here witnessing is well nigh miraculous. The emblematic power 

of the  nation- state with its soldiers wrought in gold provides the im-
age that you can build into your own, dancing self, enhancing the 
sense of the marvelous.

But as for the vision of the people by the tunnel, what we see is the 
opposite of the dancing soldiers aglow with golden fi re dancing like 
shamans, themselves dancing like the spirits of yagé. Here all is  stock-
 still and entombed as if the very restlessness of the souls of those who 
have died a violent death throughout Colombia needs to be triply 
contained, fi rst by the shroud of the nylon bag, second by the concrete 
walls of the freeway, and third by the tunnel itself, into which roar the 
dancing automobiles aglow with fi re.
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Anthropologists aren’t the only ones with fi eldwork notebooks. One 
noted intellectual, Walter Benjamin, seems to have been lost without 
one. “At any rate,” writes Hannah Arendt, “nothing was more char-
acteristic of him in the thirties than the very little notebooks with 
black covers which he always carried with him and in which he tire-
lessly entered in the form of quotations what daily living and reading 
netted him in the way of ‘pearls’ and ‘coral.’”1 The reference is to 
Shakespeare’s Tempest.

Full fathom fi ve thy father lies,

Of his bones are coral made,

Those are pearls that were his eyes.

Nothing of him that doth fade

But doth suffer a sea- change

Into something rich and strange.

The allusion to pearls and coral suggests that a notebook is likely 
to transform the everyday into an opalescent underwater world where 
laws of motion are suspended. Like moonwalkers, the writer in a 
notebook can take giant steps freed from the pull of gravity as reality 
is rendered in baroque forms like pearls and coral. As for quotations, 
they are especially empowered so as to disrupt context and create new 
worlds, as does a fi eldworker’s notebook “quoting” from everyday ex-
perience. The unconscious of the world, so to speak, meets up with 
the unconscious of the mind. Arendt emphasizes the surreal impact 
of the entries. Next to a poem such as “The First Snow” was a report 

13
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from Vienna dated summer 1939 saying that the local gas company 
“had stopped supplying gas to Jews. The gas consumption of the Jew-
ish population involved a loss for the gas company, since the biggest 
consumers were the one who did not pay their bills. The Jews used 
the gas especially for committing suicide.”2

Benjamin had long wanted to publish a collection of his quotations. 
This came to pass long after his death with the publication of The Ar-
cades Project, a hefty tome of 954 pages in the English translation. He 
referred to the only book (other than his dissertation) he published 
in his lifetime, One Way Street, not as a book but as a notebook.3 It 
consisted of surreal, aphoristic observations.

In this regard his views on collecting are every bit as important as his 
valuation of the quotation. He characterized a “genuine” collection as 
a magic encyclopedia on account of what he saw as its occult properties 
and its divinatory propensities.4 We might think here of any collection 
whatsoever, but the collection that makes up a notebook, whether of 
quotations or snatches of everyday experience, would seem especially 
appropriate to what he had in mind. The idea is this: because chance 
plays a part in how the items in a collection gravitate into one’s hands, 
a collection can be used as an instrument of divination, since chance 
is the fl ipside of fate.

For sure this is a wild idea, like what you fi nd with private inves-
tigator Clem Snide in trying to solve the case of a missing man—
presumed dead—by listening at random to sound recordings he has 
made in the missing man’s empty villa in Greece a hundred feet from 
the beach. The investigator’s recorder is “specially designed for cut-
 ins and overlays and you can switch from Record to Playback without 
stopping the machine.”5 He records the toilet fl ushing and the shower 
running, the blinds being raised, the rattle of dishes, and the sound of 
the sea and wind as he walks along the beach. He records as well the 
disco music to which the missing man danced. He cuts in by reading 
sections from The Magus as well as by “thinking out loud” about the 
case. Later he randomly chooses different sections of the recordings. 
At the same time he watches TV to ensure that he listens only sub-
consciously to what he has recorded. “I’ve cracked cases like this with 
nothing to go on, just by getting out and walking around at random,” 
he says.6

Here chance determines—what an odd phrase!—what goes into 
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the collection, and chance determines how it is to be magically used 
as an artful series of sound cut- ups, such as Brion Gysin and Ian Som-
merville played with in the early sixties. But I wish to appropriate yet 
another feature from the magic of the magic encyclopedia and this is the 
way the notebook is actually an extension of oneself if not more self than 
oneself, like an entirely new organ alongside one’s heart and brain, to 
name but the more evocative organs of our inner self. What this new 
organ does is incorporate other worlds into one’s own. Is this not obvi-
ous when Benjamin himself states that the genuine collector’s objects 
do not come alive in him, but rather it is he who lives in them?7

This I will call a fetish—an object we hold so dear as to seem pos-
sessed by spiritual power. While it is a thing—with all the inertness 
we may attach to a material object—it is nevertheless revered to the 
extent that it can come to stand over you and turn you into its willing 
accomplice, if not your slave. What is meant to be a mere instrument 
or a tool, a mere notebook, ends up being a whole lot more.

This was the gist of what Marx sardonically suggested in Capital 
when he coined the notion of commodity fetishism, meaning that today 
we live in a world wherein the products of our labor and especially 
money become endowed with life to the extent they escape our control 
and come to dominate us, often with devastating results, for example, 
the current fi nancial meltdown of the world. So it was with God, the 
product of man’s imagination, who turned the tables and told man that 
he, the one and only God, had created man. But with your hardwork-
ing 24 /  7 fetish, like a magical charm, the situation is not quite so one-
 sided. The fetish has to come through. It is revered, of course, but it is 
also commanded and expected to perform magical work.

What irony that the anthropologist, namely myself, given to study-
ing fetishism, should have unwittingly developed with his notebooks 
a fetish all of his own and become not only a slave to his fetish but 
enamored of it—to the degree that here I am writing an entire book 
about notebooks!8 There were those occasional cane cutters where I 
was living who, paid by the ton cut, were rumored to be in league with 
the devil. Hiding a wooden fi gurine in the undergrowth, they would 
cut a swath through the cane toward it while uttering strange cries so 
as to magically harvest well above the average worker. And there was 
me, the anthropologist, recording all this in my notebook full of its 
own strange cries.
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The cane cutters might have their mysterious fi gurines, but I had 
my mysterious notebooks, which sure improved productivity, compa-
rable to tons cut, and the notebooks did this because they were not a 
dumping ground or parking lot for information. They swiftly became 
“ends in themselves” and thus actively encouraged contributions from 
the fi eld, the fi eld being of course both observer and observed and the 
observer observed. The notebooks became hungry for input, like the 
demons I have read about in the stomachs of witches in Cameroon, 
demons that were initially allies in self- advancement, but ever- ready 
to turn on their masters.9

But Benjamin’s fetishes are more endearing. “I carry the blue book 
with me everywhere,” he wrote in a letter of thanks to Alfred Cohn in 
1927, “and speak of nothing else. And I am not the only one—other 
people too beam with pleasure when they see it. I have discovered that 
it has the same colors as a certain pretty Chinese porcelain: its blue 
glaze is in the leather, its white in the paper and its green in the stitch-
ing. Others compare it to shoes from Turkistan. I am sure there is 
nothing else of this kind as pretty in the whole of Paris, despite the fact 
that, for all its timelessness and unlocatedness, it is also quite modern 
and Parisian.”10

Could this be a case of what Sir James George Frazer of The Golden 
Bough called “homeopathic” magic, the magic of like affecting like? 
For does not Benjamin use the fetish of the notebook in order to ride 
on the back of the fetishism that has, according to his interpretation 
of Marxism, come to defi ne the modern world? In other words, his 
strategy of alliance with the fetishism of commodities as a framework 
of thought and analysis involves fi rst and foremost his instrument of 
research—his notebook—as fetish.

What is more, the fetish character of the notebook with its “pearls” 
and “coral” is here fated into existence by its being from the begin-
ning more than an object. It is a gift. Hence it carries something of 
“the spirit of the gift,” something alive, obligating the recipient to re-
ciprocate, and this Benjamin does fulsomely in his  thank- you letter to 
Cohn, providing something charming in return—charm for charm—
giving over something wonderful of himself that the gift of the note-
book draws out.

What goes into this gift that is Benjamin’s notebook? What exactly 
are its “pearls” and “coral”? Surely they are the spawn of the world 
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historical joust between gift and commodity, and in this manner they 
parallel the actions of those characters close to Benjamin’s heart; 
namely the gambler, the fl aneur, and, of course, the collector. For these 
are the characters who stand on the threshold of the market with one 
foot inside, the other outside, and they stalk through each and every 
of the 954 pages of The Arcades Project.

Apart from Alfred Cohn’s gift, there are other notebooks of Benja-
min that have been saved, and they too suggest that their owner cath-
ected onto them because of their material detail, as when he confesses 
to what he calls his “shameful weakness” for the “extremely thin, 
transparent, yet excellent stationery, which I am unfortunately unable 
to fi nd anyplace around here.”11

Fastidious. Obsessive. And something more. This “something more” 
is not lost on the editors and collectors of Benjamin’s remains, as when 
they write in Walter Benjamin’s Archive—a book as handsome and as 
fi nely crafted as what it sets out to describe—of the “almost magical 
quality” and of what they call the “cult” value that the notebooks pos-
sessed for their owner. Indeed they seem to have caught quite a dose 
of the fetish bug themselves, as when they tell us that the “chamois-
 colored paper of a notebook bound in cardboard, with notes, drafts of 
critiques and diary entries from the years 1929–1934, is thicker and 
has–crosswise and longwise—a fi ne line structure.”12

Big deal! you say. Well, yes! It is a big deal, being thicker and fi ner 
like that. The devil is in the details.

Yet that degree of absorption into the thingness of the thing is noth-
ing compared with the illustrations the editors provide of some of the 
notebooks—for example, the full- page color photograph of what they 
entitle Notebook Ms. Leather cover (1927 /  1929). Here the entire page is 
nothing more—or should I say “nothing more,” given the strange laws 
of the fetish—“nothing more” than a black rectangle with a slightly 
uneven top edge and traces of unevenness in the surface.13 It is a color 
plate but the object has no color, the nothingness of which gleams 
with occult signifi cance. “You can take our picture,” winks the fetish, 
“but you can’t take our power.”

This fetishization of the fetish makes me want to ask whether we 
should not check our enthusiasm for the doodles and scribbles of 
Great Men. Why are we immediately attracted to this time- out side 
of greatness?
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Take Le Corbusier’s  seventy- three notebooks—I mean sketchbooks. 
Yes!  Seventy-  three, and all, as far as I know, published in over four 
thousand pages containing a photographic replica of each of the orig-
inal pages. What he wanted were editions that would reach the widest 
possible audience, to scatter his seed among the masses. “Corbu” is how 
our architecture librarian refers to him, like a pet dog or pop idol. His 
books occupy a special niche behind the reserve desk. I open the page 
of volume 1, published by MIT Press. I can barely handle the weight 
of the book with just one hand. Volume 1 covers the years 1914–48. By 
way of a table of contents, there are rows of undistinguished tiny grey 
rectangles, which, on closer inspection, turn out to be photographs of 
the covers of thirteen sketchbooks, one after the other, that make up 
this time period. Such reverence! Like the crown jewels. Some have an 
obscure doodling on them, others a date, like “Paris /  1918.” When you 
turn to the sketches themselves, the gap between the esteem aroused 
by the object and its pictorial representation as an object is woefully 
large—which raises the question, Why bother? What is the need here—
the need to grasp the object as an image up close?

With this question we hit upon a profound and disturbing truth 
regarding notebooks: that they may be fetishized by their owners, but 
how much more so by their followers, like the editors of Benjamin’s 
and of Corbu’s notebooks. It seems as if notebooks are thought to 
provide the inside track to the soul of the person writing or drawing in 
them. It is like being privy to the secrets of an alchemist’s laboratory, 
enlivened by their all too human foibles.

And are we not all of us followers? Is not this conceit about the 
inside track something we cleave to and what, in fact, lies behind my 
own interest in the value of notebooks? We think we are watching a 
mind at work and can, as it were, eavesdrop. But really, when we open 
up to almost any page of Corbu’s sketchbooks, we don’t know what to 
think. It is all frightfully obscure, like a genius doodling to his muse. 
We are left at best with the warm glow of having warmed our souls at 
the fi re of creation.

“When travelling with Le Corbusier,” writes the author of the 
preface, “one often saw him take a notebook from his pocket in order 
to record something he had just thought of or seen. At these moments 
Le Corbusier drew as one would take notes, without trying to make a 
pretty picture simply to imprint upon his memory some central idea, 
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to remember, and assimilate it. He often said, ‘Don’t take photo-
graphs, draw; photography interferes with seeing, drawing etches in 
the mind.’ He would jot down those spontaneous phrases that cannot 
be repeated, too vague for anything but one’s notebook.”14

The notebook is enchanted as well as enchanting, at least from afar. 
The way it slips in and out of the Great Man’s pocket. It is all body, 
too. Forget photography. It gets between subject and object. Go cor-
poreal. Draw! A photograph captures only the surface, but the note-
book gets at the deep truth of things. Full grammatical sentences? 
Forget it. Just jot. And jot some more. Short- circuit language and me, 
the writer, too. Such is the idea of the notebook at its mystical best. 
Fetish of the fetish. Inside of the inside.
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There is a disquieting rhythm to my own notebooks. I keep them 
only when travelling, when engaged in what I think of as fi eldwork. I 
do not and cannot keep a diary, journal, notebook—call it what you 
will—when at home, what I will call “home,” although that is a long 
way across a huge ocean of sea and memory.

The editors of Walter Benjamin’s Archive (a book about Benjamin’s 
notebooks) note that Benjamin was frequently travelling and that he 
loved to write while on the move wherever he happened to fi nd himself. 
This parallels an anthropologist’s notebook. “Could he have found a 
more faithful companion for all that than his notebooks?” they ask.1 
And I in turn must ask what could more faithfully express the fetish 
quality of the notebook than its being described as a “faithful com-
panion,” yet how sad, too, given the loneliness of its owner. Are we to 
assume that the notebook is an alter ego, that it is this strange entity 
to whom you write in your notebook, making of it—this mere object 
of paper (and its smart leather cover)—a keenly receptive human be-
ing, thirsty for more?

In fact as early as 1913, aged  twenty- one, Benjamin habitually kept 
a diary when travelling, noting, that “the diary questions existence 
and ‘gives depth to time.’”2 Such a statement seems to me to go a 
good deal further philosophically than most anthropological fi eld-
work notebooks, but the potential is always there just under the sur-
face, even though the absence of such insight is rather shocking. For 
of all people, should it not be the ever vigilant, culturally and self-
 aware anthropologist, who should be sensitive to how travel questions 
existence and gives depth to time?

14
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Le Corbusier’s  seventy- three sketchbooks are nearly all travelogues, 
all four- thousand- plus pages: South America, Moscow, the Spanish 
border, Spain, Barcelona, Majorca, Algeria, Monte Carlo, Madrid, 
Rio, a Liberty ship named the Vernon S. Hood; Bogotá, Barranquilla, 
Marseille, New York, Ahmendabad (India), India, Milan, Chandigarh, 
Ronchamp, Bombay, Tokyo, Kyoto, Rome, Zurich, Stockholm, Cam-
bridge, Boston, Turin, Strasburg, Brasilia, etc. These are the titles on 
the covers of separate sketchbooks, and I have not included the repeat 
visits, of which there are many.

Burroughs had his travel notebook too. He would, he says, divide 
the page into three columns. The fi rst would have the more or less 
factual elements of the journey—checking in at the airport departure 
desk, what the clerks are saying, other things he overhears, and so 
forth. The second contained what these things made him remem-
ber. And the third, what he called his “reading column,” consisted of 
quotations from books he had taken with him that connect with his 
journey. He found the connections extraordinary, “if you really keep 
your eyes open.”3

The notebook is like a magical object in a fairytale. It is a lot more 
than an object, as it inhabits and fi lls out hallowed ground between 
meditation and production. Truly, writing is a strange business. “He 
was fueled by ambition to fi ll them,” comment the editors of Wal-
ter Benjamin’s Archive.4 Without the notebook, nada! Or at least very 
little, although I note mythical exceptions, such as Edmund Leach, 
who wrote his classic Political Systems of Highland Burma after losing 
most of his fi eldwork notebooks when he fl ed the Japanese army in 
Burma during WWII.5

This story is lovingly told and retold to the extent that you can’t 
help but wonder if many of us would actually like to free ourselves of 
our notes and write fresh like a bird on the wing. But that seems sac-
rilege. Only if the Japanese army is on your tail—or else if you’re the 
victim of arson—can you do that, as we shall soon see.

Was this loss connected to—or fated by—Leach’s feisty attempt 
to later overthrow the stable equilibrium model of society that domi-
nated British social anthropology? In a way he overthrew nothing. 
What he did was reestablish that model of social equilibrium on a 
higher plane, preserving the cycle of social transformation from anar-
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chy to hierarchy and back again over a longer time period. This cycle 
parallels the cycle of loss and rediscovery.

Yet the story of loss is not clear cut. First of all, the man actually did 
write notes (lots and lots, I presume). So one very important function 
in keeping a notebook was fulfi lled because simply going through the 
exercise of writing down observations and thoughts therein is so help-
ful to one’s sense of being and intellectual machinations such that loss 
is not necessarily all that much of a loss. It is not all that important 
what goes into the notebook, compared with the mere fact of having 
the notebook in hand and spending time each day writing. Second, 
not all the notes were lost. They had a scattered history and existed in 
different places and some could be retrieved—testimony to the fact 
that the mere concept of “the fi eldnotes” as something unitary and 
monadic (and without copies) is woefully simpleminded and wonder-
fully fetishistic.

We see this too with another mythical and equally dramatic case of 
loss, not because of the Japanese army but because of fi re—arson at 
the height of protests on U.S. campuses during the Vietnam War—
in the sacred precincts of the Center for Advanced Studies in the 
Behavioral Sciences at Stanford devouring all three copies of M. N. 
Srinivas’s fi eldnotes of his village study carried out in 1948 in Mysore, 
India,  twenty- two years earlier. (Why did he have three copies any-
way, one might reasonably ask?) Srinivas went on to write by memory 
an outstanding ethnography, The Remembered Village, even though the 
loss of the notes was speedily recovered by having a copy (again!) of 
his original notes in Delhi fl own over and also because of the patient 
labor of a group of faculty wives raking through the debris and piec-
ing a copy of sorts together. Such dedication! Not only anthropolo-
gists think of their notes like the crown jewels! But in the meantime 
Srinivas had decided to go it alone and write from memory anyway, 
with the unexpected and delightful consequence—so unlike the case 
of Leach—that the book became very  author- centered, as that’s how 
he allowed his remembering to gather force and momentum.

In other words, the drama of loss—like losing one’s child or lover—
provides testimony to the mighty power of the notebook, whose loss 
can actually provide more of a notebook effect than the notebook 
itself. The loss of a notebook—and who has not suffered this terrible 
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fate at least once in their lifetime?—opens out onto the great emp-
tiness from which the subsequently published monograph draws its 
strength. Behind the lost notebook stands the ghost notebook. (What 
does the fetishist do when he loses his fetish?)

The converse is no less true. How many notebook keepers go on 
to complete their projects without once consulting their notebook? A 
lot, that’s for sure. So long as the notebook is there in its thereness you 
don’t have to open the cover. There is something absurdly comforting 
in the existence of the trinity consisting of:

 . you
 . the event
 . and the event notated as a notebook entry

For now you can, as it were, proceed to walk upright and maybe 
even on water without having to consult the entry. Simply knowing it 
is there provides the armature of truth, of the “this happened,” that, 
like a rock climber’s crampons, allows you to scale great heights.

This is why the materiality of the notebook attracts so much at-
tention. Because it is a contraption—a marvelous contraption—that 
stands in for thought, experience, history, and writing. The material-
ity of the notebook received from Alfred Cohn is adorable. It is beau-
tiful, as the blue of Chinese porcelain. How wonderfully polished, 
fragile, far away, and exotic is the indefi nable quality of texture and 
light that is the “glaze” of blueness in the leather! And then there is 
the whiteness of the paper and the green of the stitching that holds 
the whole thing together.

The green stitching. Could Benjamin be  green- stitching himself into 
his notebook as he speaks of it, like the homeless woman (if she is a 
woman) sewing the man into the bag at the entrance to the tunnel of 
the freeway? Is a notebook a way of squirreling yourself away from 
the world and stealing its secrets to line your burrow?

At one point Benjamin appeals to his notebook benefactor, Alfred 
Cohn, for another notebook because “I cannot contemplate the pros-
pect of soon having to write homeless thoughts again.”6 But it is he 
who is homeless.

To the materiality of the notebook we should add the materiality of 
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the language as manifest by the microscopic writing of the notebook. 
Benjamin could pack an entire essay onto one page. In the  sixty- three 
pages of one notebook, for instance, there are the drafts of complete 
transcriptions of over twenty essays. “The writing of a man in prison,” 
Klaus Neumann once told me. Then there is the care Benjamin took 
with graphic form in his notebooks. There are, it seems, plenty of 
Dada- like layouts and lush color such that the subheadings in green, 
yellow, blue, red, and orange leap out at you.

Simryn Gill has taken this mix of materiality and poetry a step fur-
ther, as with the pearl necklace she sent me from Australia, each pearl 
being made of a line or two cut out from essays written by Benja-
min.7 Which essays did she choose? Benjamin’s essays on collecting, 
“Unpacking My Library,” a letter to Gershom Scholem, and “Berlin 

Simryn Gill’s “Pearls”
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Childhood.” Fifty years after Hannah Arendt’s pearl diver, this ulti-
mate transformation—this ultimate materialization—takes us back 
to the “sea change into something rich and strange,” which I wear as 
thankfully as Benjamin received his blue- glazed notebook with green 
stitching from Alfred Cohn in 1927.
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So much for the notebook. But here I must pause to address the dif-
ference between the notebook, that provisionary receptacle of inspired 
randomness, and the diary, that more or less steady confi dante of the 
daily round.

At the outset I am struck by the polarized reactions I have come 
across with respect to keeping a diary. While I fi nd the diary form 
congenial to my work, others are disdainful. I have met anthropolo-
gists who tell me they can’t bear to look at their fi eld diary because it is 
so boring. Roland Barthes is so disdainful that he refers to the “diary 
disease.” Even so, the polarized reaction exists within Barthes as well, 
and momentously so—as with the Mourning Diary he kept for two 
years, starting the day after his mother died.1

Before that diary he detected a strange mechanism at work in what 
he calls “the interstices of notation,” such that a typically mundane 
diary entry (waiting for a bus at seven in the evening under a cold rain 
in the rue de Rivoli in Paris) makes him recall—on rereading—the 
grayness of the atmosphere precisely because it is not recorded. But it is 
no use, he claims, to describe that atmosphere now, as “I would lose it 
again instead of some other silenced sensation, and so on . . . role of 
the Phantom, of the Shadow.”2

I take this intriguing observation to be a striking endorsement of 
Freud’s idea of the mystic writing pad, that the moment an observa-
tion is processed—in this case by writing, as on the mystic writing pad 
or in the diary—it disappears. But in disappearing, and unlike what 
Freud says, it creates a “nest” or a shadow, what Barthes calls “the 
Phantom.” Of course, with respect to the diary, the stuff written down 

15
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does not literally disappear. It is there and remains there on the page, 
even if it is never looked at again by my anthropologist friend who 
fi nds her diary boring. But if she ventures forth to turn the pages it is 
likely that some silenced sensation emerges upon rereading. Truly writ-
ing is a complicated business—this is what diary writing reveals—but 
not nearly as complex as reading, especially rereading what one has 
written about one’s recent past.

I think of Barthes’s Phantom as belonging to the same family of rep-
resentational familiars as does the third meaning, which he discerns in 
the fi lm image or the punctum he writes about later in Camera Lucida. 
It is what Joan Didion directs our attention toward in her essay “On 
Keeping a Notebook,” but unlike Barthes she fi nds it useful, indeed 
inspiring, to tug at the Phantom.

She too has little time for diaries. Like Barthes she has tried to keep 
a diary, but whenever she tries dutifully to record the day’s events she is 
overcome, she says, by boredom.3 The results, she says, “are mysteri-
ous at best.” And why mysterious? “What is this business,” she writes, 
“about ‘shopping, typing piece, dinner with E, depressed’? Shopping 
for what? Typing what piece?” And so on.

But a notebook—her notebook—is different from a diary. For 
Didion, notebooks have nothing to do with the factual record of the 
daily round. They contain what I would call “sparks,” or, better yet, 
dry tinder, which in the right hands at the right moment will burst into 
fl ame. Perhaps I should call this dry tinder “interstices of notation.” 
In other words, the notebook lies at the outer reaches of language and 
order. It lies at the outer reaches of language because it represents 
the chance pole of a collection, rather than the design pole. It is more 
open to chance than the diary, for example, which is ordered by the 
arrow of time. In other words, the notebook page is all interstices—
and, dare I say it, all Phantoms—impossible, but true. Impossible 
because interstices are spaces between things. But here there are no 
things. It’s like having an unconscious without a conscious. Which 
takes us back to rereading one’s diary, evoking the silenced sensation.

Yeats expresses pretty much the same idea when he jots the fol-
lowing down in his journal in 1909: “To keep these notes natural and 
useful to me I must keep one note from leading to another, that I 
may not surrender myself to literature. Every note must come as a 
casual thought, then it will be my life. Neither Christ nor Buddha nor 
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Socrates wrote a book, for to do that is to exchange life for a logical 
process.”4

Offhandedly Didion wonders if the notes in her notebook would 
best be called lies, the sort of momentary observations a writer (of 
fi ction?) might one day fi nd useful, such as the entry: “That woman 
Estelle is partly the reason why George Sharp and I are separated 
today. Dirty  crepe- de Chine wrapper, hotel bar, Wilmington RR, 9:45 a.m. 
August Monday morning.”

In fact, she starts her essay “On Keeping a Notebook” in media res 
with “That woman Estelle,” thus triggering Barthes’s mechanism of 
the Phantom. She has pulled at that thread and created a marvelous 
concoction, or should I say concatenation of events and ideas. “How 
much of it actually happened?” she asks at the end, when she has time 
to draw breath.5

She writes of the “girl from the Eastern Shore” leaving the man 
beside her, going back to the city, and all “she can see ahead are the 
viscous city sidewalks.” The woman is worried about the hem of the 
plaid silk dress and wishes she could stay in that nice cool bar. . . .

In other words, the stray remark in the bar turns out to be the cap-
tion to a picture, to a string of pictures, and there are plenty of other 
“random” notes in her notebook that no doubt could be pulled at so 
as to release the Phantom therein. A line by Jimmy Hoffa: “I may have 
my faults but lying ain’t one of them.” A man checking his coat says to 
his friend, “That’s my old football number.” During 1964, 720 tons of 
soot fell on every square mile of New York City. This one is labeled 
“FACT.”6 Again recall surrealism’s “found objects.”

And so on. The notes in the notebook work the same as the visual 
“moments” that Barthes relishes in fi lm as the “third meaning.” Apart 
from what he called the information in any given image, and apart 
from its symbolic values, something else lurked in the background. “I 
receive (and probably even fi rst and foremost) a third meaning,” he 
wrote, “evident, erratic, obstinate,” and he speaks of being “held” by 
the image.7

Yet for all the randomness—or apparent randomness—of the notes 
jotted down in her notebook, Didion sees a common thread. All 
these fragments of perception that lend themselves to pictures release 
something because they strike a chord and that chord is the author’s 
life, which, like ours, keeps changing. The notebook—which, in her 
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estimation, is strenuously opposed to the diary—is thus neverthe-
less a personal archive and something more: a collection that keeps 
the current self in touch with former selves through the medium of 
external observations and overheard remarks. (This sounds very like 
an anthropologist, I must say.) “It is a good idea,” she notes, “to keep 
in touch, and I suppose that keeping in touch is what notebooks are 
all about.”8

Writer as anthropologist? What was her notebook like when she was 
in El Salvador preparing her book on the Great Communicator’s dirty 
little war there?9 Big Brave America with Ronald Reagan leading the 
charge. How many nuns raped and killed by the United States sup-
ported troops and  right- wing death squads? Archbishops assassinated?

But this is my real question: what about a diary of the daily round 
in that place at that time? No! Not much shopping there, I shouldn’t 
think. Indeed, in an Other place the distinction between the diary and 
what she thinks of as a notebook tends to break down, I would think. 
“Role of the Phantom, of the Shadow.”

This Other place can be right here, if you want to be literal about it, 
as with Didion’s The Year of Magical Thinking about her husband’s sud-
den death between Christmas and New Year of 2004 in their apart-
ment in New York City at the time their only child was in a coma, 
which eventuated in death too.10 What I am getting at is that Didion 
here (as elsewhere in her work) draws on many types of records and 
memories that have the feel of a diary. She draws on diarylike inci-
dents, and in The Year of Magical Thinking she produces a text that is 
like an elaborated diary written in the present tense or having the in-
tense feel of a diary recording the present in scenes and fl ashbacks in 
cliffhanging detail.

The point is that a fi eldworker’s diary is about experience in a fi eld of 
strangeness. It is not about waiting for the bus to take you to your ac-
customed, safe abode so that you can write another article on the death 
of the author. A fi eldworker’s diary retains loyalty to Didion’s “touch-
ing.” It retains loyalty to feelings and experience within the fi eld that 
is fi eldwork, such that it merges with the aforementioned notebook 
where the Phantom who inhabits the interstices of notation roams.

Writer as anthropologist? W. G. Sebald invokes the notebook in his 
meditation on the absurdly diffi cult task of writing about the terrible 
violence infl icted on the civilian population of Germany by the Allies 
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during WWII. The problem is fi rst that of representing violence, and 
second that the huge numbers of victims are generally seen as deserv-
ing their fate ,which has to include becoming invisible to history. Se-
bald cites as helpmate Alexander Kluge’s “archaeological excavations 
of the slag heaps of our collective existence” and notes how Kluge’s 
Neue Geschicten (New Stories) resists traditional literary forms “by pre-
senting the preliminary collection and organization of textual and pic-
torial material, both historical and fi ctional, straight from the author’s 
notebooks.”11 Sebald emphasizes the merit of disorder in such a mode 
of presentation (“across a wide fi eld of reality”), together with the 
subjective involvement and commitment.

Writer as anthropologist? “Put all the images in language in a place 
of safety,” writes Jean Genet in his last book, Prisoner of Love, “and 
make use of them, for they are in the desert, and it’s in the desert we 
must go and look for them.” He certainly did. Like an anthropologist, 
only more audacious, more self- involved, and with no research grant, 
several times he thus ventured—creating ethnographic,  diary- based, 
crossover literature, neither fi sh nor fowl where the unwritten thrives 
because of the written, midway between fi ction and nonfi ction, com-
ing from the hand of the thief, sexual nonconformist, convict, and 
camp follower of the PLF.

Writer as anthropologist as imagist? This is the place of safety to which 
Genet refers us, and it is like Didion’s notebook or an anthropologist’s 
diary. There they hibernate, those “images in language,” like spirits 
of the dead. Do not all writers have their familiars? As in Barthes’s 
“interstices of notation,” the images have to be exiled, as it were, ly-
ing in the wilderness where we must go and look for them. Spirits—I 
mean, images—do not come easy, not for us, at least. You have to tug 
at the Phantom.
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I am trying to draw attention to the role of something hard to defi ne 
in fi eldwork, and that is “lived experience.” It is close to what Bronis-
lav Malinowski once called “the imponderabilia of everyday life,” but 
he was referring to them, the natives, not himself, that Self he kept 
sealed off in his fervid diary entries that were published only after his 
death.

But if you want to read an account about the natives, from the exotic 
far away to the people next door, it seems to me you are likely to learn 
ever so much more if you get insight into the observer in situ as well. 
And isn’t it required of the anthropologist intent on depicting them to 
at least try to get across the sense of life—of the observer as much as 
the observed? How does it feel? you want to know. Rarely are you told.

But is there not a problem with the depiction of lived experience and 
therefore with fi eldwork and the fi eldwork notebook today? Is not the 
ability to experience jeopardized by the vertiginous realities of moder-
nity that Kafka, for one, expressed as seasickness on dry land? Perhaps 
life has always been like this for many people and it has little to do with 
“modernity.” I do not know. But the instant of high- velocity sensation 
that goes into I Swear I Saw This as the taxi rushes into the tunnel must 
be an example of this vertigo whereby the self- extinguishing instant, 
like the fl are of a struck match, accentuates as loss the notion of experi-
ence as something you feel you can’t get a hold of. What is experienced 
is the loss of experience, and even that is transitory, like what happens 
to your sense of things when, in answer to your question, “Why are 
they lying there?” the taxi driver replies, “Because it’s warm in there.”

My drawing was made several days after the event. It was the draw-

16
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ing of a moment drawn from memory—from a memory—because 
there was no way I could have drawn it except after the fact. There 
was no way I could have drawn it there and then in the studied man-
ner of John Berger drawing his dead father’s face or when drawing a 
stable, settled reality, such that there develops, he thinks, a corporeal 
attachment between the drawer and the thing being drawn.

But perhaps this is reversed when drawing something fl eeting, any 
corporeality that emerges being not so much a consequence of the 
drawing process as its motivation? What I mean is that my drawing is 
motivated by the desire to have contact because the thing witnessed 
dies away as soon as it is seen. This is what Benjamin must have had 
in mind when he wrote, with Kafka’s seasickness in mind, that “Every 
day the urge grows stronger to get hold of an object at very close 
range by way of its likeness, its reproduction.”1

And how close is “close range”? It seems to be very close, such that 
seeing becomes more a matter of touching and the eye becomes an 
exceedingly strange piece of equipment, an organ of tactility, as with 
Dada performance and fi lm in which the image “hit the spectator like 
a bullet . . . thus acquiring a tactile quality.”2

Despite her cool, there is surely an element of this in Joan Didion’s 
aside—an aside itself being a minor Dada stroke—when she writes 
that “It is a good idea to keep in touch, and I suppose that keeping in 
touch is what notebooks are all about,” the point being that the notes 
in her notebook are themselves exemplary of Dada (the overheard 
remarks, the isolated facts such as the one about the amount of soot 
falling on New York, and so forth).3 “What kind of magpie keeps this 
notebook?” she asks, and goes on to cite one of her notes recording 
something overheard—“He was born the night the Titanic went down.”4

“That seems a nice enough line,” she adds, “and I even recall who 
said it, but is it not really a better line in life than it could ever be in 
fi ction?” Coming from a writer who blends (or seem to blend) fi ction 
with nonfi ction, what are we to make of this tantalizing question (if 
it is a question)?

One way of thinking about it is to note how this sort of overhearing 
(ripped out of context and allowed to fl oat free) is very like mishear-
ing, which can be a whole lot more interesting and a whole lot more 
fun than hearing. This is the essence of Dada, mishearing being close 
cousin to the artful distortion that occurs with repression and shock.
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My point is this: that far from splattering perception into a diffuse 
morass of sensation, the high- velocity  speed- up and disappearance 
of the world into an endless tunnel of night accentuates with a cruel 
clarity the glimpse of things but for an instant seen.

“It hit the spectator like a bullet.” In other words, a glimpse can 
be enough. In fact it can be more than enough. Certain things seen 
 split- second endure, if not in memory then in the body, nested in a 
corporeal aura, as the magpie well knows but is nevertheless impelled 
to write down, a writer, after all, tugging at the Phantom. (Writers 
steal a march on repression as well as on Freud’s mystic writing pad.) 
It is hard to tell whether this capsulation in memory is because of the 
unexpectedness of what is seen or because what is seen is forbidden 
to see. Here I am thinking of the scenes Freud would have us ponder, 
primal scenes seen and not seen in the one instant of seeing and sub-
sequently transformed into dreams and perhaps drawings—for ex-
ample, the one Freud included in his publication about the Wolf Man 
when, at the age of twenty seven, the Wolf Man made a drawing of his 
childhood dream of fi ve white wolves with big tails seated  stock- still in 
the tree outside his bedroom window, looking at him intently. Too in-
tently, surmised Freud, who concluded that what the  stiller- than- still 
action masked was furious action, as with the Wolf Man’s parents 
making love (like wolves) with their infant son quietly watching.

“He added a drawing . . . which confi rmed his description,” writes 
Freud in what to me is a curiously uncurious remark, as it is not at all 
obvious why a person would feel interested or compelled to make a 
drawing and not just continue with the “talking cure.”5 But here we 
immediately run into the old problem, my problem—the I Swear I 
Saw This problem—that from the very beginning pictures in the mind, 
categorized as “hallucinations,” saturated the talking of the “talking 
cure,” that memorable phrase coined by the most famous patient of 
all, known to posterity as Anna O., forever tied to the word hysteria, 
meaning above all shocking memories lodged in the body and distort-
ing it into some sort of signaling device or theater act (let us here recall 
Dada).6

Less enduring than the primal scene, perhaps, is the odd glimpse of 
a naked breast or buttock through a window or as revealed by a mov-
ing curtain, the sharp blow of a fi st or the glint of a knife in the silver 
moonlight, the fl ash of a shadow across a face unable for a second 
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to resume its masklike reserve—and of course something crazy and 
unsettling like people sewing each other into a nylon bag by a freeway 
tunnel glimpsed for a second as you speed past with cars on either side 
of you. Based on insights from his painter companion, Brion Gysin, 
William Burroughs’s scrapbooks would seem especially designed to 
mimic and to profi t from such  split- second unexpected moments of 
being that—if I have it right—open up reality like a lever heaving up 
a slab of ice at the edge of the frozen river we call life.

Such moments seem to be what Benjamin had in mind when, in 
1940, as his last contribution to the theory of revolution a few months 
before he took his own life, he suggested that “To articulate the past 
historically . . . means to seize hold of a memory as it fl ashes up at a 
moment of danger. Historical materialism wishes to retain that image 
of the past which unexpectedly appears to man singled out by history 
at a moment of danger.”7 What this could achieve was little short of 
miraculous, because if it could be held onto—and that is the catch—if 
it could be held onto, this could amount to a Messianic cessation of 
happening—“put differently, a revolutionary chance in the fi ght for 
the oppressed past.”8 So here’s the question. Was I unwittingly follow-
ing the demand here to retain that image of the past that unexpectedly 
appeared to an anthropologist singled out by history at a “moment of 
danger”? Of course to put it this way sounds somewhat hyped, but you 
get my drift.

A “moment of danger.” Freud put forward the notion that in mod-
ern life, with its predilection to shock—meaning an overabundance 
of unexpected and powerful stimuli—we tend to process experience 
consciously so as to blunt or prevent it passing into the unconscious, 
where it would otherwise hibernate as deep memory, probably in pic-
ture form if not in the bodily distortions of the hysteric.

What moments of danger do is speed up the mystic writing pad 
function—with this catch. It was Freud’s contention that the process 
of fending off shocks through conscious processing builds up a stimu-
lus shield, like the callous on an overactive thumb. But if the shock is 
too great, all hell breaks loose as the defense shield crashes like the 
dykes in New Orleans, taking the rest of body and mind with it. This 
is the state of physical and mental collapse we call “shock,” although 
none of us really know what this word “shock” means. However, adds 
Freud, the person who is physically wounded tends to suffer less from 
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shock than a person without a lesion because the sexual power of the 
wound absorbs much of the mental trauma.9

Could a picture and especially making a picture in such a situation 
be like that too, such that we might think of the picture as a lesion on 
one’s body—on my body? Only it is not exactly on the body but in 
the fastness of that extension of the body and mind that is one’s note-
book—one’s fi eldwork notebook—forever imperfect, forever so many 
false starts, forever defenseless—an experiment, after all—“put dif-
ferently, a revolutionary chance in the fi ght for the oppressed past.”
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As long as there is still one beggar around, there will still be magic.

W A L T E R  B E N J A M I N ,  T H E  A R C A D E S  P R O J E C T

The drawing of the woman sewing the man into a nylon bag by the ur-
ban freeway that I present is like a still life or nature mort, as the French 
call it—dead nature. Adorno presented a formula for this life- in- death 
stillness when he tried to sum up Benjamin’s method as the need to 
become a thing in order to break with the catastrophic spell of things.1 
Is this what my drawing wants too? On the one hand, coagulation into 
thinghood. But on the other hand, fl uidity and fl ight in accord with 
the spell that breaks the spell? Yet, I ask myself, can spells, especially 
a “catastrophic spell,” be that easily broken, and, even more to the 
point, what do we end up with if we follow Adorno’s formula? Do we 
not re- create that thingifi ed world (“reifi ed” world, he would say)?

I thus prefer the “fi xed- explosive” image and feeling set forth by 
Breton, as in his photograph of a “speeding locomotive abandoned for 
years to the delirium of a virgin forest.”2 This would not only subscribe 
to the abrupt encounter of natural history with history, of prehistory 
with history, the virgin forest with modern technology (think of tun-
nels and automobiles, nylon bag as shroud), but in Benjamin’s hands 
would amount to the “dialectic at a standstill,” a “dialectical image” 
about to burst into “now- time” such that a new spell is created in ac-
cord with my own formula: demystifi cation and reenchantment. After 
all, “As long as there is one beggar around, there will still be magic.”

17
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What I am left with is the experience that shatters experience, the 
lived instant, which is to say the astonishment expressed by I Swear I 
Saw This, “astonishment” being the secular expression—the physical 
state, not the poetry—of enchantment in a disenchanted world.

And yet this too shall pass.
For is it not the case that the astonishment I express at the people 

lying by the freeway is not felt by most people living in Medellin—
indeed, by anybody anywhere in today’s awful world? It is not aston-
ishing. It is an everyday event, something to which we are inured and 
apparently have been for a long time.

And is this not the most basic reason for the drawing, that suf-
fering on this scale is both ordinary and extraordinary? This is the 
A- Effekt brought to our attention by Bertolt Brecht, as with his com-
mentary on Pieter Brueghel’s painting The Fall of Icarus. Who really 
cares? The plowman plows, the fi sherman fi shes, the ship sails on, and 
Icarus’s fall is comic, registered by a pair of white legs fl ailing in the 
sea into which he has just fallen.

With reference to this painting, the poet W. H. Auden writes in 
1938:

About suffering they were never wrong
The Old Masters; how well they understood
Its human position; how it takes place
While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking 

dully along

Or, you might add, just sitting in a taxi with the driver saying they lie 
in the tunnel because it’s warm in there.

The poem continues:

In Breughel’s Icarus, for instance, how everything turns away
Quite leisurely from the disaster3

Yet is not the point of the poem, as much as of Brecht’s commentary, 
that a boy falling from the sky is astonishing but that even more aston-
ishing is the lack of astonishment!

So, where does that place us?
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When one writes I Swear I Saw This, it seems that indeed the 
stillness of the still life has found its  thing- breaking spell, breaking 
through into this vexed territory of the human condition ,where ex-
traordinary suffering becomes banal—or seems to.

Or seems to. For I believe this banality is never really achieved. In-
stead what exists is a situation of unstable equilibrium in which amaze-
ment keeps trading places back and forth with indifference. For at 
any moment the abnormality of the normal can spring forth, only to 
die away again. That is how life is in the state of emergency. All quiet 
on the western front. All quiet on the surface. But a boiling cauldron 
below. This is what the stillness of the still life, the nature mort, is 
pointing to. It’s not really still at all.

Oh yes! Get used to it! They say. That’s life. The beggar begs. In 
vain.

Or the opposite—the vivid photographs of horror in the media, 
the stories people love to tell, eyes wide. The Horror. The Horror—as 
was once famously said in another heart of darkness, but said with a 
sense of succumbing to the horror and becoming godlike under the 
load. Fascination of the abomination. Or maybe just cleansed, as by that 
mix of pity and fear that Aristotle pointed to as regards the cathartic 
function of tragedy holding us in its spell so long it is at one remove 
from reality—like my drawing of the people by the freeway.

Not really! What is released by this drawing is not catharsis but 
a spewing forth of “the negative sacred” with swarms of spirits un-
leashed—the invisible crowd of the dead—alongside the spirits of the 
river and the forest, from where these displaced peasants have been 
driven. And now we have new spirits, those of the freeways and dark 
tunnels and bridges and thousands of people massacred by the paramil-
itaries at the behest of the rich bodies in mass graves or dumped in the 
Cauca and Magdalena rivers—all these spirits taking us on our maiden 
voyage backward in time across that river where memory festers, these 
rivers like the Cauca and the Magdalena that have become freeways 
where people sew themselves into a bag by the mouth of a tunnel be-
cause “it’s warm in there.” You bet it’s warm in there. Nothing exudes 
warmth like the fermenting compost of earth and sky, mortals and 
divinities inhabiting the wavering shafts of light in the  exhaust- fi lled 
tunnel. As spirits are wont, they take on all manner of manifestations 
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such as that woman (if she is a woman) sewing that man into that ny-
lon bag. As for that bag, I have to tell you that it was in reality white 
even though in the drawing it has an irreducibly blue outline. The 
blue must be a sure sign that earth and sky, mortals and divinities, are 
being sewn into it, along with the man, if he is indeed a man. Drawing 
draws it out, all this.
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With its authority dependent on “being there,” anthropologists should 
surely be interested in what it means to bear witness, what it means to 
say I Swear I Saw This. Their craft demands close observation, compli-
cated or improved by what is called “participant observation,” seeing 
from the inside as well as from the outside and translating between. 
Yet to “bear witness” goes beyond this, suggesting observation with 
an edge, participation of another order.

Primo Levi was a chemist who spent most of his life after Auschwitz 
working in a factory in Turin. He told the novelist Phillip Roth that 
what he had in mind in 1946 writing If This Is a Man (poorly entitled 
in English Survival in Auschwitz) was what he called “the weekly fac-
tory report.” He was working in a DuPont chemical factory outside 
of Turin at the time he was writing the book, jotting down scraps of 
memory when time permitted. He told Roth that that the book was 
written spontaneously, “on impulse, without refl ecting at all,” follow-
ing no plan, yet years later he says, “now that I think about it, I can 
see that this book is full of literature.”1 It is to my mind every inch 
ethnography. Levi is a published poet and his book The Periodic Table 
won a prize for the best science book ever written.

Writing Survival in Auschwitz was “an immediate and violent im-
pulse, to the point of competing with our most elementary needs.” He 
felt the need for “an interior liberation.” Nevertheless he remained 
in an almost continuous depression until he died in 1987, apparently 
from his own hand.

The idea for this book occurred in the death camp. It grew out of 
the “need to tell our story to the ‘rest,’ to make ‘the rest’ participate 

18
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in it.” But then a weekly factory report seems hardly the best way of 
making the rest participate. Despite its avowedly nonliterary and what 
many take to be its scientifi c approach, does not his account strike 
a mystical layer, if only because of the experience it relates and the 
wisdom of its author?

“Meditate that this came about,” reads the line of the short poem 
at the front of the book, “carve its words in your heart at all times and 
places in the routine of the days,” and then:

Repeat them to your children,
 Or may your house fall apart,
 May illness impede you,
 May your children turn their faces from you.

This is to curse. “Or may your house fall apart . . .” This is to swear I 
Swear I Saw This.

This is also quite likely to be a rewriting of the Jewish prayer, the 
shema, recited on waking and before going to bed, as one’s last words, 
and for parents to teach to their children before going to sleep at 
night.2 But while that prayer—so central to the Jewish faith—serves 
to swear loyalty to God, Levi has no God, not after the Lager. After 
the death of God there is no religion. But there is poetry and there is 
magic, the magic of the curse.

Seventeen years later, Levi wrote about the shame of bearing wit-
ness (although this statement was only published in 1986, a year before 
he died). He recalls the look on the faces of the four young Russian 
soldiers on horseback who rescued him that January day of snow and 
corpses in 1945. “They did not greet us nor did they smile,” writes 
Levi. “They seemed oppressed not only by compassion but by a con-
fused restraint, which sealed their lips and bound their eyes to the 
funereal scene.”3

“It was that shame we knew so well,” he goes on to write, the shame 
that during the lifespan of the camp overcame the prisoners after 
the guards had selected those who would be marched to the death 
chamber. It was the shame “that the just man experiences at another’s 
crime, the feeling of guilt that such a crime should exist, that it should 
have been introduced irrevocably into the world of things that exist, 
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and that his will for good should have proved too weak or null, and 
should not have availed in defense.”4 He feels that his having survived 
disqualifi es him as a witness because only the cunning and the ruthless 
survived. Yet we have his book, do we not, a book of witness? “Medi-
tate that this came about.”

I recall what I was told around 1980 by a Colombian anthropologist 
who asked some Huitoto Indians along the lower reaches of the Putu-
mayo River in Colombia about the atrocities of the rubber boom made 
famous in 1911 in Europe and North America by the British consul 
Roger Casement. The Indians responded by asking the anthropolo-
gist a question: “Why do you want to know about such things? Only 
sorcerers want to know this because they use such stories to do evil.” 
True, false, or in between, this story has weighed on me to the pres-
ent, for it suggests that as regards atrocity there is wisdom in muteness 
and that to bear witness to atrocity requires particular measures and 
conditions that could indeed be regarded as magical.

Levi has little patience with the mute option, if option it be. When 
a prominent literary critic, such as George Steiner, declares that 
“Auschwitz lies outside speech,” or Adorno advises that “to write po-
etry after Auschwitz is barbaric,” Levi fl atly disagrees, as his poem, 
which is a curse, on the fi rst page of his book of witness testifi es. He 
regards the mute option as a common misperception.5 From his in-
terview with Philip Roth it seems he found his polar star to steer by 
in the driest possible presentation one could conceive of, that of the 
factory report, unemotional in tone but not in impact.6 Auschwitz was 
a factory (and we might recall the term “factory” given to the depots 
on the West African coast for holding slaves prior to export to the 
New World), but there was this difference: its product was death and 
its constituents were people. Yet to do justice to that experience—the 
human, in its inhumanity—the factory report was not enough. What 
it provided, however, was that magical armature the Huitotos in my 
story implied was necessary.

Is my drawing such a magical measure? Is it a response to the shame 
to which Primo Levi refers, in despite of which he writes? Possibly. 
But there has to be one proviso; that the stupendous abnormality of 
what Levi lived through is all too absent in the stupendous normality 
of the abnormal in daily life in today’s  third- world cities. It is this nor-
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mality of the abnormal, the fact that the state of emergency is not the 
exception but the rule, that this drawing of mine is getting at. Why 
are they lying down by the tunnel? “Because it is warm in there.”

Levi would understand. He belongs to no recognizable school. Al-
though Jewish and at least partly educated in a Jewish school in Turin, 
he abjures religion just as he does psychology or psychoanalysis in 
relation to the events he relates. If anything, he belongs to Benjamin’s 
storyteller, who abjures explanation altogether.
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More self than one’s self, this ancillary organ called the fi eldwork 
notebook plots a course between chance and story. Lying here in the 
dark at 5:30 AM, writing in my notebook one week after my drive 
through the tunnel in Medellin. I feel warm and enclosed. I can hear 
a slight drizzle outside, radio news crackling, footsteps outside on the 
 pebble- covered path. No cars, no electricity. No exhaust. No TV. The 
bedspread is embroidered with beautiful blue fl owers, the delicacy of 
which stands in such vivid contrast to the workaday reality here of mud 
and rain. The fl owers are the same color as I have painted the nylon 
bag into which the woman by the freeway is sewing that man. I too am 
being sewn into my cocoon. There is a slit of light coming through 
the wooden window shutter. I feel an immense and beautiful calm, 
a calm that may not last but feels as if it could. I think of the people 
here as “still honest,” as William says when he sells on credit from 
his tiny shop, confi dent—or at least hopeful—that one day he will 
be paid back. I think of how little people have here, yet how cheerily 
they set about the day, how elegant they are, how immense their la-
bor. But I have to leave that beautiful bedspread even though I have 
only just arrived.

The guerrilla are close by in the forest. I can stay only one night. 
The army ambushed the guerrilla here on Easter, when they went 
swimming in the river, and I am told they will be back to take revenge 
on people they think gave the army information. William will take me 
downstream in the dugout canoe in an hour. Once a mighty tree, it 
now encloses us securely as we slip through the mist in the dawn.

19



138  C H A P T E R  N I N E T E E N

The youngest kid in this household is about fi ve years old and is 
called Don King, which sounds like a musical gong has been struck 
when you say it in Spanish with the accentuation over the fi rst and sec-
ond n. His sister Wendy Zulay gave him this name. This morning I see 
him standing on the bed with a solemn face helping his sister, Liliana, 
with the hooks on the back of her dress.

In my notebook, Gustavo says he dreamed half a year ago that I 
brought him a Singer sewing machine. It was all white. He laughs. He 
can make a suit, he says, and learned to tailor from an auntie in Bue-
naventura. He doesn’t have a place of his own, an enclosure, we might 
say. His temporary abode is that of a cousin who lives in Cali. It is a 
bare wooden building with signs of having once been lived in, but now 
it feels emptier than empty. There are two moldy travel bags in a cor-
ner. He says he sits all day. He is childless and never married or lived 
with anyone. His legs are no good for working in the river any more, 
searching for gold. Over the years his legs have been hammered by 
falling rocks. He shows me the scars. He smiles all the time and looks 
dashing—as always—with his elegant thinness, black trousers, bare 
feet, checked shirt, and a grey straw hat with an orange ribbon. When 
his sister, who lives opposite and provides him with meals, told him of 
9 / 11, he tells me he cried and prayed that nothing had happened to 
me. The village is full of thieves, he says. They steal chickens and they 
steal from each other’s mines. I know that he steals a lot, too, but it’s 
more like “borrowing.” He wanders in and out of everyone’s house all 
the time, free as a bird, it seems.

Doña Lucia is here in my notebook too. Straight out of nowhere. 
A presence like hers is bound to make an entrance sooner or later and 
stand foursquare on the page in front of you with her mighty shoulders 
and huge straw hat to blunt the force of the rain and the sun. She is 
 seventy- two years old and washes for gold in the river every day, as well 
as being an expert healer of ojo and espanto. Her movements are exqui-
site and convincing. Ojo means evil eye. Espanto is fright. The way she 
stands over the prone patient, a child, she looks just like she is panning 
for gold in the river, bent at the hips with her legs straight. Actually 
she is using  eight- year- old Liliana as a model. She measures Liliana’s 
waist, folds the string into quarters, then, holding each end fi rmly in 
each hand, makes her way up the child, length by length, from foot to 
crown. She measures the waist again. This time there is a discrepancy, 
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a gap of one fi nger’s width. “The child is un dedo espantado!—one fi n-
ger’s width infl icted with espanto.”

She folds the string into quarters again and this time zigzags down 
from head to foot. This will close the espanto. She measures the waist 
again to see if she has succeeded. She admits that she can’t cure a gap 
greater than four dedos.

All the time she is silently praying a special prayer. Later she asks 
if I want to learn it. She will sell it to me. I think of Gustavo and his 
chickens.

 Liliana’s mother, Lilia—who embroidered those beautiful blue fl ow-
ers on my bedspread—tells me more about espanto, to which children 
are so susceptible. Children startle easy, in their sleep, for instance. For 
kids have visions, especially kids who cannot speak. They see the dead 
and they see strange spirits, and in such a state, or simply by being ca-
pable of such a state, they are vulnerable to espanto, meaning “fright.”

I draw a drawing of the homeless by the freeway as a measure of 
control and as a way of marking what I have witnessed. Doña Lucia 
measures the body of the witness traumatized by a vision of the other 
world, and then she uses her measuring instrument to close the body, 
so long as the gap is four dedos or less. She uses a secret prayer as well. 
She solicits forces similar to those she wants to back off. But, then, 
don’t we all have such a prayer?

I Swear I Saw This.
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Afterthoughts are what I call the notes you feel impelled to write in 
your fi eldwork diary a few hours or days after a diary entry. Naturally, 
I am talking of handwriting, an ancient technology that allows the 
pen to slide away from forming letters and words to form pictures and 
back again to words. You start in the margin next to the relevant entry 
and end up God knows where, perhaps right here at the end of a book 
about drawings in fi eldwork notebooks, namely my own. Spurred on 
by that earlier entry, or rather its felt incompleteness, afterthoughts 
add layers to that entry, imageric and meditative. Afterthoughts often 
seem the most important aspect about an event that for some reason 
hadn’t occurred to you when writing because of writing, another man-
ifestation of the mystic writing pad hitched to the Phantom. Such re-
trieval is irritating. Why does it have to be this way? Why can’t things 
be more straightforward? What gives with this crazy montage (I was 
going to say “marriage”) combining writing and thoughts that surge 
later, much later? Why is it that the uninscribed requires the banal 
everyday set down until that time when afterthoughts fl y in like spar-
rows in the late afternoon, and you can, along with Joan Didion, go 
the whole hog and tug and tug at that Phantom for all it’s worth?

And now with these afterthoughts unfolding, I see how strange the 
whole thing has become. On the one hand, so long as there is life 
there is no end to afterthoughts. At the same time, however, the note-
book from which they originate supplies not only the energy but also 
the material for such splendid fi reworks. For has not this very book, 
I Swear I Saw This, a silent partner, namely the notebook of August 
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2006 for which this book before you is but an incandescent after-
thought? The notebook supplies the there there.

The relationship between past and present unfolding here is some-
what more complicated and interesting than being dragged if not 
drugged into a stepwise succession of associations, a spider’s web of 
traceries. Like those grids that so fascinated Brion Gysin, supposedly 
arising from the juxtaposition of Japanese script (vertical) with Arabic 
script (horizontal), the writing in a diary glides from present to present 
like a hawk on the wing. This “presentism” is one of the most exciting 
features in such writing, as if the lived moment is pressed still hot onto 
a photosensitive plate. But at the same time a “vertical” dimension as-
serts itself into every word and phrase, not only after, as the phrase 
“afterthoughts” suggests, but very much in the present too, as if there 
can be no present without its pastness. This one learns, this one sees 
quickly in writing in a diary. Or is it a notebook?

As I pondered the drawing of the people by the freeway tunnel, I 
came to realize that this book would be about seeing as witnessing in 
relation to fi eldnotes and that the book needed to parallel the notebook, 
to share the way by which that one drawing meshed with the chronol-
ogy beginning with the shock of the freeway tunnel in Medellin and 
ending in a village surrounded by guerrilla in the jungle of the Pacifi c 
coast where an old healer is demonstrating to me the art of healing 
espanto, an illness affecting young children of whom I now see I must 
be one.

That ending, healing espanto, was pure caprice. Out of the blue it 
came at me as something that seemed just right, the tone and the feel 
as much as anything else. I saw it as a reprieve, a slow letting go, a slow 
farewell to writing a book, slipping into the dugout, slipping down-
stream in the early morning mist. I wanted an aura of facticity to rise at 
the end like that rising mist, and even more than the aura of facticity I 
wanted the book to mirror the staggered realism of a notebook, jump-
ing from one apparently unrelated incident to the next like a butterfl y 
from fl ower to fl ower.

The facticity was meant to convey the grit and grain of note taking 
as raw description, which of course is never all that raw but has at least 
a hint of poetry reaching out to the mystery of the great unknown. 
That raw facticity with its motley array of things (for example, Wil-
liam’s store, Don King, and Gustavo’s chickens) like the interior of a 



A F T E R T H O U G H T S   143

dresser drawer was my underhand way of saying, “Look, here is the 
notebook once again, emerging from the shadows if only for an in-
stant, taking its curtain call!” It was partly by design that I did this, but 
also by chance, mirroring the role of chance in fi eldwork but here ap-
plied to writing—which is why I want to insist on the correspondence 
between fi eldwork and writingwork which, in this instance, at least, 
provides a rather nice example of the cut- up principle as well—with 
the magic that implies.

A cut- up is collage applied not only to images only, but to writing 
as well. A cut- up is a surprise, for it consists of apparently incongru-
ous parts that are almost brutal in their juxtaposition—as the name 
“cut- up” implies. But there is something in this mad mix that hits the 
eye and lifts the soul, and it is this combustible mix of congruousness 
within incongruity that does the work.

Yet is not fact stranger than fi ction? The art of the cut- up is there 
staring you in the face in everyday life. So why don’t we see it that 
way? Is that the mystic writing pad working overtime? Poor thing.

When Brion Gysin got turned onto magic in a practical sort of way, 
it was in Tangiers in 1958 through his fi nding a sorcery packet—let us 
call it a cut- up, where the art of such meets the everydayness of such—
the size of a cigarette pack hidden in the fan housing of the ventilator 
of the club he owned, called The 1001 Nights, which he had created so 
as to be able to listen to the spellbinding music of the master musicians 
of the mountain village of Jajouka, whom he got to play in the club ev-
ery one of those 1,001 nights. The sorcery worked. Gysin lost his club, 
but the sorcery worked apotropaically to his benefi t as well, contain-
ing a magical grid that set in motion a revolution in  twentieth- century 
art- making.

The sorcery packet contained the following facts:

 . seven seeds
 . seven shards of mirror
 . seven speckled pebbles
 .  two  fi ngernail- sized pieces of carved lead, one the head of a bull, 

the other a profi le of Brion Gysin
 .  a square of paper bearing “a cabbalistic spell,” which was meant to 

be read with the paper held one way, and then read another way to 
“lock the meaning in”1
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Whereas in my case the magic cut- up began with a drawing coun-
terbalanced with an ending placed penultimately at the end before 
the end in a small village at the end of a river studded with facticity, 
where a healer is healing espanto, an illness caused by witnessing the 
untoward, the central concern of I Swear I Saw This.

To be studded with facticity, like stars in the fi rmament, is the same 
as the collation of seven seeds and seven mirrors, a bull’s head, and, of 
course, a likeness of the author. To stud with facticity is to recognize 
that writing can produce spells, too, and reading even more so.

This is given in the nature of fi eldwork and hence its notebooks—
No! let’s change that; because of its notebooks—and because of the special 
type of knowing that fi eldwork creates, experiential and interactional, 
based on the relationship between observer and observed, guest and 
host, such that any claim to accuracy requires the observer observed, 
which is easier said than done. As for experience, or what is sometimes 
referred to as “lived experience,” this is more than the facts that can 
be distilled from a situation, although everything here depends on 
how we defi ne a fact. You can see facts as marbles, like atoms or coins, 
which is what social science does, or you can see facts like those speck-
led marbles in the ventilator shaft of The 1001 Nights. Read Ulys-
ses by James Joyce, a book about a man frying kidneys for breakfast, 
thinking about his ladylove upstairs and the cat rubbing his leg. And 
that was a book covering a mere  twenty- four hours of the observer 
observed. The kidneyness of the kidney is that singular fact that ex-
plodes facticity.

What is more, fi eldwork and hence its notebooks produce a know-
ing that is largely the result of stories and chance embedded in what 
could be called the “stranger effect,” whereby the anthropologist-
 observer is credited with mysterious power no less than with childlike 
ignorance and vulnerability. This mysterious power is also connected 
to but not necessarily the same as that of the state or the occupying 
power or the upper classes or a white skin, no matter how much the 
anthropologist disapproves. But that is not all. Not by a long shot. 
The anthropologist is quintessentially a stranger in a foreign land 
asking for directions and, in the process, likely to be changed in some 
fundamental way. We could think of the great story in anthropology 
as how such a change is dealt with, whether it is recognized, and how 
it is acted upon in the rest of the anthropologist’s life until death. Yet 
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that story remains largely untold, although there are hopeful signs of 
cracks in that edifi ce.2 The discipline of anthropology sterilizes all of 
that like a catalytic convertor depolluting car exhaust.

As for the  story- laden character of anthropological knowledge and 
hence its notebooks, is it not the ultimate betrayal to render stories as 
“information” and not as stories? The fi rst problem with this is that it 
is rarely realized or appreciated by anthropologists that most of what 
they are told comes in the form of a story. Because of their training and 
professional culture, they are too often insensitive to this basic feature 
of experience. It is like being colorblind or, worse still, actually blind. 
The next step in this betrayal is the instant translation of the story into 
a fact, or what is called “data,” and along with that the storyteller is 
translated into an “informant.” Once these steps have been achieved 
(and the process is  rapid- fi re and unconscious), the philosophical char-
acter of the knowing is changed. The reach and imagination in the 
story is lost.

If not told a story, the anthropologist frequently inhabits one. 
When I record how I met two young fi eld hands one late afternoon 
coming home from work, slowly dancing to music from a transistor 
radio hung on the crossbar of their bike, their long shadows undulat-
ing in the dust, not a word was passed between us. It was like a dream 
image. That, too, is to inhabit the story, and to inhabit the story is to 
allow an image, like a shadow dancing in the dust, to encircle us all.

I fi nd myself thinking a lot about these “moments” that erupt from 
nowhere, it seems. They slow things down, an oasis in the desert Genet 
talks about, like a drawing in the middle of pages of furious writing. 
The “moments” are imageric and come at the point where a story 
morphs into a picture, which must be how history is made and unmade 
and why—without knowing or caring why—I made my drawings. I 
have a picture of a peasant fi eld in my head and maybe in a notebook, 
too. I saw the fi eld from a bus window up high on a causeway. There 
was a zigzag path running through it. I see it clearly. It keeps coming 
back. All I have to do is press the button, by which I mean write. Here 
it comes.

I see fi ve or six people sitting on benches with empty bottles of 
aguardiente in front of them. It is a tiny country store with a cement 
slab and a crude roof under which an old toothless couple are dancing 
slowly, smooth as silk, as the sun drops. Two old women, skinny as 
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reeds, are dancing with each other too. The owner of the store leans 
out over a half door, acting as DJ. Another moment. Another but-
ton pressed. The dark beyond the plantains, the scars of poverty and 
hardship on the faces, the grace of movement that the space they made 
opens out.

Through the iron grill that secures the front door, I watch the 
street outside get darker. The wall of the house on the other side of 
the street goes gray, then fades into blackness. A solitary woman walks 
by fast. In a soft voice as soft as her blouse, Gloria tells me that we 
cannot talk of the assassinations occurring daily, the limpieza.

Another button, the ephemera of the everyday as in the fi eldwork 
diary, facts scattered like the corn seed thrown either side as we walk 
that zigzag path.

No agribusiness writing here.
Can a fact like a kidney be a story, and if so, what sort of story? 

A modern story, perhaps, like Joan Didion’s “FACT”—during 1964, 
720 tons of soot fell on every square mile of New York City3—or 
like Charles Olson’s Call Me Ishmael, a book about Herman Melville 
and Moby Dick. Just look at the table of contents. Just pull at the 
 Phantom.

FIRST FACT is prologue.
Then comes:
part 1 is FACT.

Here the accentuation of fact in capital letters brings out the fact 
that a fact like the anthropologist inhabiting her story is capacious and 
habitable when seen from the appropriate angle or, should I say, from 
within the appropriate circle. A fact is, you might say, a modern story. 
But then it is very ancient too. Take the example from Herodotus 
that Walter Benjamin supplies in his famous essay on the storyteller.4 
Could there be anything more dry, factual, and free of explanation 
than the description of the conquered king forced to witness his cap-
tive children and servant in the victory march of his enemies, weeping 
only when he sees the servant? Take Primo Levi.

So far I may seem to have assumed that there is a basic story form 
and that we all know and agree on what that is. But that is absurd. 
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I have simplifi ed so as to draw out the contrast with other forms of 
speech and writing that are generally seen as anything but stories, such 
as that produced by most historians and anthropologists, for whom a 
story is way down on the totem pole of truthifying. And I have simpli-
fi ed because of the problem that runs across all the others and that is 
the impossibility of cleanly separating fi ction from nonfi ction or from 
what we call documentary. What we mean by “story” swarms across 
this boundary—and no wonder, because while that boundary is one 

“I fi nd myself thinking a lot about these moments . . .”
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of the most fundamental ways by which we fi x and fi gure reality, it is 
actually porous and, not to be too cute, a lively piece of fi ction itself. 
This is why style and voice are so important, for it is they that do the 
heavy lifting of analysis.

Swarming. By the early 1980s I was creating fi eldwork notebooks 
combining my private life with public worlds along with a whole lot 
more sensitivity to supernatural experience, such as sorcery. (I mean, 
come on! I grew up in a nice bohemian headland in Sydney, where the 
kids go barefoot and nobody bothers with church.) These notebooks 
were in synch with Dada- like impulsions combining sorcery with its 
hallucinogenic healing, as sung by my healer friend Santiago Mutum-
bajoy, whom I visited year in and year out in the Colombian Putumayo 
from 1975 to 1997.

As the violence in Colombia and the world grew worse and the 
rumor mill in the media and on the street created ever more “multiple 
realities,” basic to terror, I see that I was pasting more and more clip-
pings from newspapers and magazines into my notebooks. So what 
started off in 1969 when I fi rst arrived in Colombia as two cardboard 
boxes with fi les of notes organized by categories such as “land tenure,” 
“Church,” and so on became instead an ongoing series of notebooks 
fi lled with spasmodic streams of bric- a- brac.

I would say it was the discovery of multiple realities as long ago as 
1980 that really did me in. This was the Great Turning Point. You can 
get a sense of it by reading Gabriel García Márquez’s book Chronicle 
of a Death Foretold, with its penumbra of fate playing out step by step 
amid swirling rumor and multiangled perspectives. I woke up to this 
 multiple- realities thing fi rst when asking different people about the 
miracles that gave rise to the saints in the different churches around 
where I was living in the south of the Cauca Valley. Just about every-
body I asked gave me a different account. Later there were the corpses 
found every few days or weeks on the sides of the roads leading into 
town. Everyone had a different story to tell about what seemed indis-
putably one and the same thing.

In my little corner of that world, I came to realize that there were 
almost as many accounts of the untoward—saints and corpses—as 
there were people with whom I spoke, including myself. There is an 
expression I heard a few times in Colombia, “Each head is a world.” It 
did not fi t in with my view of society. There was an edge to it that made 
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me wonder. My basic assumption that society is built on a pretty sub-
stantial block of agreement about what is going on was being threat-
ened. But the truly critical lesson was this: until then my assumption 
was that my task as an anthropologist was to sift through this rampant 
heterogeneity and fi nd the truth, whether it be the average, the “stan-
dard distribution,” the majority, or that peculiar animal called “the 
underlying.” But now that all seemed simplistic, vacuous, and missing 
the point that it was this very multiplicity of difference along with its 
associated fragmentation that was reality. What I am saying here may 
sound terribly obvious—but, believe me, it was not what I was hear-
ing in the halls of academe with regard to the assumptions of social 
inquiry.

Here is where reality as cut- up helped me a lot. In adhering to a date 
line, as with a diary, in juxtaposing (but not supplanting) order with 
disorder, and text with image, what I construed as a scrapbook picked 
up on strange trails of memory and layered afterthoughts that, in mim-
icking the push and pull of reality, had a fi ghting chance of outwitting 
what I came to call The Nervous System (NS), by which I meant real-
ity as a state of emergency, confounding order with disorder and vice 
versa before you could wink an eye.

What this amounts to is the same play with chance and fate that 
goes on in what Benjamin called a “genuine” collection. Here the col-
lection is what is in the notebook or, to be more precise, what goes on 
in rereading and spinning afterthoughts. It is this same play of order 
and disorder, this same locking horns of fate with chance, that defi nes 
sorcery and its cure.

All of which puts our intellectual work in a new light. Whether that 
is art or science I do not know, but one thing needs to be made clear. 
If Burroughs and Gysin assumed they were artists, bent on transform-
ing the grounds of experience and hence the world, carefully selecting 
each image and each particle of prose to make up each scrapbook page, 
my task was quite different because I was far more bound by the de-
mands of keeping a record than making a page that could emit occult 
power. Yet it is undeniable that as the fetish power of the notebook 
grew—that fetish that becomes more self than oneself with its own 
intense, aesthetic demands—so did its occult power, combined with 
the  chance- effects of afterthoughts as you pulled at the Phantom.

All along I had an image in mind. I was thinking of what it was like 
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when you approached those military checkpoints on the road through 
the mountain passes of the Andes down to Mocoa, once Julio César 
Turbay Ayala, el Turco, then president of Colombia, invoked a state 
of emergency, giving the army free rein to do whatever the hell they 
wanted after the M- 19 guerrilla made them look stupid, stealing their 
weapons by tunneling into the dark mountain, itself like a cutout, rear-
ing up into the blue sky behind Bogotá, New Year’s Eve 1979. They 
left a note: Año Nuevo y Armas Nuevas. Happy New Year and Happy 
New Arms. Humor is the lover of the NS, just as humor is only a cat’s 
whisker removed from violence.

Checkpoints. Check your points. What a mighty amalgam of fact 
and fi gure of speech are checkpoints, magnifi cation of the barriers we 
encounter in the round of everyday life. On the one hand, this cross-
ing to the other side was all about rules and order, the very magic of 
the state. But when you complied with that, you soon discovered how 
wrong you were. Now it was all about exceptions to order. So you 
tacked back and forth to their questions and nasty faces, always one 
step behind, unbalanced and awkward. After all, this tacking back and 
forth was what you had gotten accustomed to do writing, then reading 
and rereading your notes in your notebook, daily assuming more fear-
some, more lovable fetish status. Here again was the Nervous System, 
the nervously nervous Nervous System. And it was the same experience 
trying in vain to get a Venezuelan visa on the border with Colombia 
by the Guajira peninsula east of Rio Hacha, pillaged by Drake in 1596 
looking for pearls and gold. Through the slit in the dark glass, all you 
could see was a mobile Bolivarian moustache like some undersea clam 
opening and closing on its prey. The whole point of power is its ability 
to change not only the rules midstream, but the aesthetic of fl ows and 
rhythms. This one learns early in life but holds at arm’s length as too 
scary or too complicated so that you allow the great tropes of order to 
hold sway, whether in religion, ritual, politics, or narrative. Yet surely 
scrutiny of any situation teaches otherwise, that early in life was right 
and that Nervous System aesthetics underlie all of life and not just its 
early perceptions.

I attributed agency to the NS. I understood it as possessed of a will 
and mind of its own. The moment you recognized that indeterminacy 
was the rule of the game, the damn thing, the NS, would snap back 
at you and proclaim order as regnant. And the moment you went the 
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other direction—Aha! Now I get it: order, structure, hierarchy and all 
those good things, that’s what I should be after—then it would revert to 
its earlier position, leaving you fl oundering. It is as if the NS can sense 
your moves before they happen and act accordingly. The point then is 
to fi gure out a craft—or is it an art?—for how to get the jump on such a 
demonic reality that preemptively twists and turns in response to your 
attempts to get a hold of it before it gets a hold of you. This is why I like 
the idea of fi eldnotes with their afterthoughts chasing fi rst thoughts, 
then second thoughts, ad infi nitum through the sieve of derealization 
that writing creates in a cascade of scribbles that no NS can contain 
while you tug at the Phantom that, in the guise of a drawing, refuses to 
give the NS its fi x.
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Chris Bracken showed me what I was doing but didn’t know I was do-
ing. María del Rosario Ferro and I discussed what fi eldwork writing was 
and could be, as we both scribbled away side by side in Puerto Tejada 
and on the Sierra Nevada. Stephen Muecke and Daniella Gandolfo 
added to my sense of the magic of chance, as did Laura Hoptman when 
she invited me to speak about her great exhibition on Brion Gysin at 
the New Museum in New York. Therese Davis in Melbourne, David 
Levi- Strauss in New York, and Claudia Steiner in Bogotá provided 
great venues for discussing drawings in fi eldwork notebooks with a 
motley crew of fi lm critics, visual artists, performance artists, writers, 
and anthropologists. As concept and argument, Tom Mitchell’s “pic-
ture theory” gave wings to my wondering, why draw and not write? 
Olivia Mostacilla and Luís Carlos Mina of Puerto Tejada seem there 
on every page of my notebooks, as do Lilia Zuñiga, William Amú, 
their daughter Liliana, and Gustavo Cesbén, residents of Santa María 
up the Timbiquí River. Santiago Mutumbajoy’s singing in the Putu-
mayo night haunts me always, despite my clownish drawings of those 
nights. Many thanks (what an understatement!) to Simryn Gill for 
her gift of the Walter Benjamin pearls and to Carmen Albers for her 
giraffe. A grant from the Ruth Landes Memorial Foundation enabled 
me to fi nish. Matt Keyes and my animator daughter Olivia photo-
shopped the images. Marielle Nitoslawska and Nancy Goldring were 
in this project from the start, providing both wind and keel until we 
arrived in port.
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